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Icould ignore Pa’s absence no longer. Three days since, he’d had gone up into the hills with pick and shovel. The man had promised to be back by supper, and he still hadn’t returned. It wasn’t uncommon for him to lose himself in work and forget the time, but I knew he would never stay away for this long without stopping by or sending word.

Two years before, we’d come west with nothing more than what we could carry on our backs. Pa was a broken man since mother passed, and with no work in Philly, he’d sold everything and took us west.

After months of travel, we found a little valley deep in the Sierra ranges. Pa staked a claim, and we began felling trees that autumn. It was a brutal winter with only tents as shelter, but I’d become an excellent shot and an even better hunter. Taking to the forest trails of our new home like a native, I was able to keep us fed on elk and deer.

We ate well and spent our spare time planning the homestead we would build. Pa was a quiet and hardworking man, not given to much emotion, but possessing a plethora of skills learned from years of working in various industries. As we endured the winter months, he taught me how to carve handles for the tool heads we’d brought and the best ways to split and dry out lumber.

That spring, more claims were staked out across the hills, as settlers matriculated out. A small settlement and town formed near the river, and Pa and I were grateful to have a place to purchase supplies.

We spent the summer shaving, splitting, and planing lumber, then set it out to dry. Pa went into the hills with his pail and shovel, saying he smelled gold nearby. I assumed he was just using the excuse to go off and mourn Ma. I staked out a plot of land and spent weeks rolling rocks and boulders free of the fertile black soil. Purchasing a couple different seeds, I tilled the earth by hand and planted our first crops.

My grandfather had been a farmer and working the earth, and growing things were in my blood. I found true peace there in our valley, up with the dawn and working hard till sunset. With winter approaching, Pa ceased his wandering in the hills, and we set to work building our home.

Pa was thinking of making a single-roomed cabin, but I was more ambitious. I had flattened the foundation for a large ranch house with several bedrooms and a full kitchen. Pa and I wrangled over that for a full day before he finally came around to my side when I asked him what we would do if I found a wife, or he a new bride.

We finished the main room before winter hit and felled more trees and split them to dry over the winter. While the snows fell, Pa and I built a river rock fireplace and chimney in the main room, and by Christmas, we were toasty and happy. Those were good times.

The next year I continued to build out the farm while Pa wandered the hills. The man was turning strange, but I left him to it, content with my own work. Then, at the end of summer, he came down out of the hills at a full sprint, breathless from his long run and excitement.

He’d struck gold.

Not a puny little patch of dust in a creek—he’d found a solid vein of the stuff. We kept it a secret, Pa fearing someone might come to steal the claim if word got out. He planned his mining operation, slowly purchasing tools from the growing town down by the river, while we finished the house. We had the kitchen finished and one more room done before the first snows hit. Then Pa did something that truly surprised me.

The posting was in a pile of leaflets that sat outside the general store. On one page was a list of offers, widows and old maids, seeking husbands out west. I was inside purchasing seeds, tobacco, and other goods when Pa came in and asked the clerk for paper and pen.

He penned a letter to one of the offers right there and had the man mail it. He wouldn’t answer my angry questions until we’d ridden three miles out of town, and what he told me made me pause.

“What are we going to do with that gold once we get it out of the earth?” he asked me, going on before I could respond. “It’s enough to make us wealthy ten times over, and that’s only what I’ve dug out so far. It would be a sin to hoard that wealth or waste it on gambling and drink. We deserve to be happy and share that happiness with a woman. We’ll find you a wife soon. You’re of an age to marry. But that poor woman is struggling and alone, lost in a sea of humanity back east. It behooves us who are blessed to help those who need it.”

“And what if she’s a terrible person? What if she’s ugly and you hate her, or I do?” The loss of Ma was still a fresh wound, and it felt like he was trying to forget her or replace her too quickly.

“No one who wrote those words could be a terrible person,” he said quietly, and I was struck by how much the simple flyer had affected him. “And beauty often fades with youth boy. I have no expectations, other than that we treat one another respectfully.”

“I don’t like it,” I said in sullen anger.

“I know,” he said, and we rode the rest of the way in silence.

I got over my annoyance soon enough, and we worked throughout the winter to make the house presentable for a woman’s presence. I think Pa was grateful then that we’d put in the extra time to make a real house out of the place, instead of just a large room as he’d initially wanted.

Spring came, and once more, Pa lost himself in the mountains. He took me to the deposit once the snows had all melted, showing me how he was hiding his excavation from prying eyes. The sight of the thick vein of gold glittering there quickened my heartbeat, but I tried my hardest to put it out of my mind. Sensing how crazy gold can make people.

It was early May when I saw the first signs of trouble. New folk were coming to town, dangerous-looking men with shifty eyes and guns on their hips. Word was out that gold had been found two peaks over, and the scavengers were swarming.

A month later, Pa mentioned seeing some shifty fellows picking their way across our lands. He’s run them off, but from then on, we went around our work armed. I saw a couple groups ride near the rim of our valley, but none bothered me. They were all on the hunt for gold, and none cared one whit for the crops and farm I had built.

Then one morning in late summer, Pa had ridden up into the hills and hadn’t come back.

On the third day of his absence, I resolved to head out and find him. I remember his warning of seeing men in the hills, and so I waited until the cover of darkness and took my rifle and pistol. I am no Indian, or trapper, to walk through the forest silent as a shadow. But I can stalk game without alerting them to my presence and know how to be still, and hidden, for long hours.

I’d been hunting these hills for two years and knew them like the back of my hand, as would any boy of nineteen summers. It took me four hours to get to the gold deposit, but I found it undisturbed. Pa had always made sure to hide any signs of it, and right then, it looked just like an ordinary hillside with a dry creek bed nearby. Come spring, the creek would flow with snowmelt, but now in late fall, it was bone dry.

I set off up one of the trails I knew my Pa liked to take when he made camp up here but found nothing. I did catch the scent of wood smoke, though. It took a couple hours of slow tracking in the forest at night, but I eventually caught sight of a small campfire.

By this point, it was closer to dawn than not, and three forms lay sleeping near the fire. One sat up with his back to a tree trunk, facing the light. If the man had been sitting watch, then he was failing at it now, for his chin rested on his chest, and he snored in deep slumber.

Slipping through the darkness, I drew as close as I dared to the group of men. Looking around at their camp, I could tell they were of a sort with the rough men who’d been showing up lately. They were unshaven and unwashed, with an assortment of mining and prospecting tools. Each man slept with a rifle near at hand, and they had a mean look to them that I disliked.

I left them there, taking note of where they had camped, and which trails they must be using. The small seed of fear in my gut blossomed then, and I began to feel frantic as I searched for Pa through the next morning.

It was just past noon, and I was about to stop and have a meal when I spotted the circling carrion eaters. Any hunter knows the flocks of birds in his hunting grounds, which will startle when prey approaches. The carrion eaters are always a source of interest, for if a corpse happens to poison a stream, it could have ill effects on the whole area.

An hour later, I stepped free of the dense forest and out onto an outcropping of rock. I didn’t even realize the choked sob came from my throat as I saw the picked at remains of my Pa lying there dead on the stone. I fell to my knees and pulled him close, heedless of the smell or the touch of his cold, lifeless flesh.

Then I recoiled in horror when I saw the black dried blood caking his jacket and shirt, gluing them to his chest. He had been shot multiple times, but there were no wounds of the bullets exiting. Odd details trapped my interest as I lifted my father’s corpse and moved him into the forest, scared suddenly of being out in the open here.

I forced back the tears that threatened to blind me and breathed in deep through my nose, trying to clear my head and make sense of what I was seeing. His weapons were gone, and his pockets had been turned out after the blood had dried, and he was dead. The entrance wounds were small but from a high caliber weapon. Which proved he had been shot from a distance, and whoever killed him had lain there until they were sure he was dead before coming to pick over the corpse.

In shock, my mind picked over the details as I carried his corpse to the base of a great white oak. My Pa and I had always loved the white oaks of these woods, for their beauty and usefulness. I dug the grave with my hands until I hit rocky soil and roots, my tears mixing with the blood of my broken nails. I didn’t even feel the pain; everything was just numb as I lay him in the earth and slowly covered him.

I stood with head bowed and reached for words I’d heard in my early childhood after my grandfather’s passing, and again after Ma’s. Pa and I never had much to do with religion, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to have the saints and all that looking out for him.

“God the Father,” I began, with head bowed, “your power brings us to birth, your providence guides our lives, and by Your command, we return to dust. Lord, those who die still live in Your presence. Their lives change but do not end. I pray for the dead, known to You alone. In company with Christ, who died and now lives, may my father rejoice in Your kingdom with his father and his father before him, where all tears are wiped away. Unite us together again in one family, to sing Your praise forever and ever. Amen.”

There was no response to my words, save the bird song and rustling leaves as a chill wind rolled down from the mountain’s peaks. I don’t remember the walk back to the house, but somewhere during that long trek, the emptiness inside filled with rage. I didn’t know if those four men had anything to do with my Pa’s death, but my enraged mind was dreaming up all sorts of scenarios where they were the killers.
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Ididn’t know what I planned to do as I marched up to the house. I was so intent on filling a pack with ammunition and heading right back up into the hills, I didn’t notice the wagon and mules standing just outside the house, and the piled-up trunks that had been moved onto the grass. Then a sweet voice sounded that shocked me even further.

“Ma, look at the garden! They have cabbage, squash, beans, corn… It’s a feast of produce!”

The voice froze me cold, and I had my six-shooter in hand, hammer cocked before I realized I’d even moved. I forced myself to relax, the voice registering as that of a girl, not some cold and hungry demon down from the mountains.

I was just about to call out when a woman stepped out of the house, her big blue eyes staring at me. Her beauty was so incredible that it stole my breath right out of my chest, along with all thought of revenge, murder, and loss.

We stared into one another’s eyes for long moments, and I couldn’t say if it was a minute or ten. My feet carried me towards her, the gun sliding back into my holster, hammer dropped back down.

I’d seen women of means in Philly and the wives of wealthy men. I’d never seen any woman who carried herself with such confidence and poise as this woman, or who could wear a dress half so well. Her hair was pulled back in a bun and was a deep black that contrasted with her pale, milk-white skin.

Her features were elegant and had a patrician quality that spoke more of nobility than anything I’d seen before. Her mouth was wide and full-lipped, tilted now in a half-smile that grew as our eyes held one another’s. The dress she wore was dark and conservative and did its best to hide her curves, but nothing less than a poncho could mask her feminine charms.

“Mom?” the girl called from the other side of the house.

“Grace?” At the same time the girl spoke, a second woman stepped out of the house, speaking to the black-haired woman with a curious frown.

The second woman was tall and blonde, and had the same noble bearing as her friend, but with a ramrod straight back and shoulders thrown back like a man on parade. The frown she gave Grace melted off when she noticed me.

“Oh! Hello!” The blonde said. Her voice had a sexy raspy quality to it that broke the spell, and the woman and I both blinked at one another, startled to realize we now only stood a few feet apart.

“Hello!” Grace said, face flushing red with embarrassment and eyes suddenly unable to meet mine.

“Hello?” My words sounded hollow, even to my ears.

I went to reach out my hand to shake hers and remembered the cracked nails and still bloody fingers. I pulled it back, but she noticed before I could hide them.

“Oh, your poor hands!” she said, stepping forward and drawing one of my hands into a gentle embrace, her fingers cool and soothing.

A shock of something went through me at her touch, and I thought it hit her too, for she stared up into my eyes right then with such intensity. It almost felt like recognition as her fingers slid softly over the damaged flesh. Then I looked at the ruined skin and remembered how I’d done it to myself.

The reality of my day hit home, and I glanced around and stepped back, pulling my hands out of the woman’s grip. A seed of anger took root within as I looked around, seeing the second woman really for the first time, and the third younger dark-haired woman who stepped around the house, hands clasped together in excitement.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “who are you?”

“Forgive me,” the black-haired woman said, blushing again. “I’m Grace, and this is my friend Esther, and over there, my daughter Delilah. We’ve come in response to your father, Boone’s, letter. I must say, your father certainly has a way with words, but he undersold the house you’ve built. This is a fine building…”

Her words went on, her smile warm and kindly, but there was a buzzing in my ears. My mind muddled through, and finally, I remembered our argument the year before. I’d nearly forgotten all about the letter and mail-order bride. Pa had been such a reticent man that it rarely came up.

“I’m sorry,” I said, suddenly cutting her off, my voice raw with emotion. Tears began streaming down my face when I opened my mouth, unable to stem them up once the words tumbled forth. “My father is dead… he… I just found him today… I buried him out there.”

I pointed, needing them to know where his corpse was for some unexplainable reason. Then the words died on my tongue, and I stood feeling wrung out and exhausted.

“Boone’s dead?” Grace asked, a hand raising up to her mouth, a look of horror on her face, “Wait, you found him? How did he die?”

“Are you ok, boy?” the tall, willowy blonde woman asked, moving forward quickly.

“He was shot,” I said, my voice hollow and empty. “Rifleman, from a good seventy paces at least. Three rounds in the chest, and then he bled out. Must have taken an hour or two. Then they came and robbed him. I buried him at the base of a white oak. Pa loved white oaks.”

I forced myself to stop talking. I was rambling, and the women all stared at me with concerned expressions. The painful sadness on the girl's face as she stared from the side of the house firmed something within me, and I realized I wasn’t quite as broken as I might seem.

“Come and have a seat,” Esther said, drawing me down to sit on one of the luggage trunks. “Tell us what happened while I get my rifle.”

I stared at the woman in confusion as she walked off to the wagon, and Grace patted my arm, sending pleasant little shivers of pleasure up my nerves.

“Esther was an expert marksman with the union for four years.” At my surprised glance, she nodded and smiled. “Showed up in pants and a coat. They thought she was a man for three years, and by that point, she was so good they couldn’t afford to lose her. She’s been my best friend since we were girls. Now tell us what happened, John.”

I spoke while they listened. The girl came and sat nearby, and Esther returned with a beautiful silver inlay Winchester Lever Action rifle. She cleaned and loaded the weapon as I told my tale. Her hands moved faster than even my Pa’s as she disassembled and reassembled the gun without looking.

“I am so sorry for your loss, John,” Grace said, her voice a gentle and soothing balm.

“I suppose we should pack up the wagon and head on back,” Esther said. “Wouldn’t want to impose on you.”

“Nonsense,” I said firmly. “My Pa invited you to come and live here. As far as I’m concerned, this is y’all’s home as much as it’s mine.”

“Take some time and think on it,” Grace said with a warm smile, “You’re hurting now, but I’d wager come a day or two it might not be so great having three strange women living with you.”

“I have no wish to be alone,” I said, letting more emotion into the words than I would have liked. “Please, stay as long as you like.”

Grace shared a look with Esther, and something passed between the women that went over my head, then she looked at her daughter. The girl gave a firm and emphatic nod and an eager grin, her eyes never straying from my face. I found the girls frank regard a touch off-putting after everything I’d just said. She was quite pretty, taking after her mother except for a button nose and a small plump mouth. She had a smaller bust and brown instead of black hair, and a somewhat vacant look, lacking the sharp intelligence of her mother.

“We will speak about all this later,” Grace said, and I felt she was speaking to the other women just as much as me. “Let's get those hands seen to. Delilah, please get started on supper. Esther, can you make sure the bedding is all inside? And anything else that might suffer from the morning frost.”
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Ihad been shaken out of my stupor by the women’s presence, but I was still aching inside as Grace drew me to the water barrels and began washing out my wounds. As she wrapped them in a clean linen cloth, I found myself shooting quick peeks at her, and catching her doing the same to me. I still felt as though I knew her from somewhere, but that was impossible. She was older, I knew, her daughter being just a year younger than me at eighteen, but she had a timeless beauty that made me want to stare.

She was much smaller than me. I’ve always been big for my age, and over the past two years had shot up like a reed. Hers were tiny things as they worked on my big, rough hands. When she was done, we sat for a few seconds, her gentle fingers tracing over the ridged muscles across the backs of my hands and forearms.

Looking up, I locked eyes with her again for one drawn-out moment. The air grew charged, and my stomach roiled with a funny feeling like butterflies. I imagined kissing her wide, full-lipped mouth and caught her eyes glance down to mine. For one trembling second, I held my breath, leaning forward.

“Soups on!” came Delilah’s cry from inside, breaking the moment between her mother and me.

Grace blushed a deep red and ducked her head as if in apology, then stood quickly and smoothly, walking for the house. I watched her go, my eyes drinking in her form for one second before I looked away, not wanting to ogle the woman. Conflicting emotions struggled within me, things I’d never had to deal with before. Too many all at once.

In a single day, my world had changed. I stood and went to care for the animals. We only had a few chickens and two old pigs, but they were better than nothing.

As I worked, the familiar motions were a peace all their own, and I moved out into the farm, using up the last hour of sunlight and taking care of the dozen small tasks to keep a farm running each day.

I’d lost my father, and there would be a reckoning for that. The hate and anger were tempered within, though. The women were innocents, and I couldn’t afford to bring destruction down upon their heads. I would not seek revenge, but I would seek justice. I could only pray that when the time came, if I ever found my father’s killer, that I would choose the wiser path and not stain my soul with an act of hate.

These three women were a different problem entirely. Grace had been meant to marry my father. What kind of monster was I to feel this stirring in my breast whenever I looked upon her? I didn’t know much about women; in fact, what I knew couldn’t fill a thimble, but she seemed just as affected by me as I was by her. I could feel it just the same as I felt a oneness with the world, just before taking down a buck.

I couldn’t send them away, but I wasn’t ready to share the secret of the gold deposit with them yet, either. I resolved to keep my silence on it until I learned what had happened to my Pa. After a quick trip around the fence line to make sure it was still fully intact, I headed back to the house.

It was strange to see a warm and cheerful glow emanating from the house. As I drew close, I could hear a heated discussion coming from inside. Pausing near the back porch I listened in. Eavesdropping made me uncomfortable, but these were still strangers in my home.

“I just don’t know about this,” Grace said, her voice sounding worried. “I know we planned it with the father, but could we really do it, all three of us together… and would he accept us?”

“I could,” Esther said with confidence. “You get a look at him? He may be young, but that there is a fine specimen of a man. Tall, broad shouldered, and with those ravishing eyes… But if the sight of him turns you off…”

“It’s not that,” Grace said. “Heaven knows it's not that. This is all just so messed up. The poor boy. Delilah, what do you say?”

“I already told you, Mama.” The girl's voice was fierce, “I love this wild land. I love these mountains, and I’ll do anything to stay. Anything.”

“Calm down girl, calm down,” Esther said, laughing, “You’re about to start dripping on the floorboards. We saw how you were looking at young John. Speaking of which, Grace, you owe me. This house is definitely more than a single room shack.”

“That’s true,” Grace said. “God knows we lucked out. What happened to Boone was a tragedy and John seems like a fine young man… mmm very fine… We’re all agreed then?”

The ladies must have nodded because I didn’t hear anything else. Waiting a minute to hide that I’d been listening in, I pondered what they’d been saying. This talk of a plan involving my Pa had me a little suspicious and nervous. Had they been planning to kill us and take our lands? Was this some Black Widow scheme? Could Esther, the expert marksman, have shot my Pa?

The questions disturbed me, but when I stepped into the house, I felt some of that worry melt away. Grace greeted me so kindly, and her daughter hopped up and got me a bowl of stew. It was thick and hearty and filled with elk and vegetables from the garden.

As I ate, Esther built up the fire, and the women told me of their journey west. Long days of rolling grasslands and even their first encounter with Indians. Of the wagoneers who had been kind to them, and the few who’d not been. The girl was shy at first, but as the evening wore on, she opened up. She seemed as dim as I’d guessed, lacking the wicked sharp intellect of her mother, but she was sweet as pie, more than a touch flirty, and seemed obsessed with violence and stories of adventure.

I didn’t know how to handle the flirtations, and her mother could see it was making me uncomfortable. It was late, and the fire was burning down, so I stood and took the ladies to the large back bedroom. Pa and I usually slept in the living room near the fire, but we’d built a large bed for when his bride arrived.

Using lanterns to light the room, I helped them drag their linen trunk in. Then I left the women to get ready for bed while I headed out to the living room to clean up and make up my own pallet near the fire.

I was staring into the dying embers when soft footsteps sounded from the short hall, and I turned to see Grace standing there in a long white sleeping gown. My heart seized when I realized it was ever so faintly see-through, and in the dim light, I could just make out the dark flesh of her nipples poking through the thin linen.

“John, I wanted to say thank you again for letting us stay with you,” she said, her voice gentle and earnest. “And I can’t tell you how sorry I am for your loss. Everything happens for a reason. God has a plan for us all. I don’t think it was a coincidence that we arrived today. Providence provides.”

“I don’t know about any of that,” I said, meeting the woman's eyes and once more feeling my heart racing. “I was never one to believe in fate. You sleep well, Ms. Grace. I’ll be up with the dawn just to warn you.”

“Then we’ll be up then as well. You sleep well, too, John.”

She slipped back into the bedroom and shut the door. I don’t know why, but I focused intensely on the sound and felt myself grow excited when I didn’t hear the door latch lock into place. I lay on my back, and my mind filled with thoughts of three beautiful women lying just feet away. It was the first time that had happened to me since my ma passed, and these women definitely weren’t my ma.

Try though I might, I couldn’t banish the fantasies that danced through my brain. I’d never seen women as pretty as Grace and her daughter, and Esther was a beauty as well, there was no doubt. But my mind filled with thoughts of Grace, her gorgeous lips kissing mine, and visions of what her large breasts and narrow waist might look like.

I took care of myself there near the fire. Fearing that one of the women would walk in and catch me at any moment, I finished quickly. Rolling over and feeling a touch ashamed, I tried to find sleep. My mind kept filling with images of my pa, and it was hours until I managed to pass out.
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Iwoke to the sound of movement in the house and sat up with a start, forgetting for a moment that I now shared it with others. I got up to see what the sound was and found Esther carrying a small jug of water to the back bedroom, along with a clean rag she must have pulled from their luggage.

The woman was wearing nothing more than a tiny shift, and I froze when I saw her, my heart racing and feeling my body respond to the sight of so much female flesh. The woman was tall, though still a few inches shorter than myself. She was willowy thin, with slender limbs and hips that had a graceful way about them. Her breasts were smaller, but they still stood out proud on her chest, the small nipples hard and poking through the shift in the cold morning air.

“Morning, John,” she said with a smile when she saw me standing there. “I’m sorry if I disturbed you. I wanted to get some water to wash up before we started the day.”

“Of course,” I said, blushing when my eyes finally met hers. “I’ll build up the fire, and you can heat the water if you like.”

“That would be wonderful,” she said with a warm smile. “Thank you.”

I raked the coals and set a couple of new logs on the fire, and in a minute, it was burning merrily. Esther knelt at my side; transferring the water to a large pot, she set it in the hearth to warm.

“I wanted to thank you again for letting us stay here,” she said. “I know all of this can’t be easy for you, but it will get better. I promise. We can make you very happy, John.”

There was an undercurrent to her words I couldn’t pick up on, and her eyes burned into mine with an intensity that made me feel awkward. My eyes strayed down once again, drawn to the bare flesh and the shadow of her cleavage. The short shift stopped at mid-thigh, and I could see her long slender legs folded beneath her. My manhood began to swell, and I forced my thoughts to other things, berating myself internally.

“We should head out to the place where your father was shot,” she said gently after a moment of silence. “See if there are any signs of the person who shot him. I’m no tracker, but if they left clear boot prints, we might be able to identify them from the size and shape of their boots.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” I said. “I’m a fair hand at tracking, but I don’t know where the shooter was. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking for the tracks.”

“Let me come with you,” she said. “I may be able to help.”

“Deal,” I said, sharing a smile with the woman.

I was more than grateful she had offered to help, but also a touch worried. A small part of me still feared she was somehow involved, but I figured it was better if she was where I could see her, than not.

We sat in silence as the water finished heating. I schooled my eyes to stare at the flames, intently aware of the barely clothed and beautiful older woman beside me. Finally, small bubbles began to form in the bottom of the pot, and Esther deemed it the perfect bathing temperature. She stood and lifted the pot, pouring it into her jug. As she did, the woman stepped in front of me and bent over. I was presented with a clear view of her small firm ass and a peek at the blonde hair covering her sex. They glistened wetly, and I caught the scent of womanhood, and my cock grew hard as steel.

I was frozen, unsure of what to do. Esther stood and flashed me a bright smile. She thanked me again and, with a wink, slipped back down the hall to their bedroom. I was panting, I realized, and when I glanced down felt a wave of embarrassment sweep through me. There was a large tent in my pants, my excitement evident to any who looked.

Forcing my thoughts away from the woman’s beautiful body and pale soft flesh, I stood and headed out into the cold morning. Moving around the farm, I let the work warm me and calm me down. I fed the animals and walked through the crops, ensuring they were still healthy and growing well. The soil in these mountains was mineral-rich, and the rains often came at this elevation. I’d found that I had to really work to fail at growing a good crop here.

An hour later, I kicked my boots clean and stepped back into the house. It was filled with the smell of cooking bacon and porridge. I nearly wept to find breakfast already bubbling and grilling away in the hearth. The women were all warm smiles and cheerful greetings, and as we ate breakfast, I told them of how Pa and I had come to be here and the work we’d done on the farm so far.

“You’ve both done so much,” Grace said. “It’s impressive. Esther mentioned the two of you were going to head back into the hills and see what you could find. What should Delilah and I be doing while you're away?”

After breakfast, I took her and her daughter out onto the farm and walked them around, showing them where I kept the feed, seed, and all the tools.

“I plan to put up a barn, eventually. Once I finish the roof. I have five thousand boards ripped so far from white oak in the area, but I’ll need another few thousand before I’ll have enough. Then Pa and I…” I paused, realizing Pa was gone.

Delilah rested a gentle hand on my back, and I nearly sobbed at the contact. It had been so long since I’d felt the touch of a woman, and I was feeling raw with emotion. I shoved the feeling down, though, and blinked away the tears. Grace and Delilah were watching me with soft expressions, but they didn’t say anything about it. Instead, Grace pointed to the crops and asked if there was any work there.

I led them through the different crops and instructed them on what would need to be done over the next couple of weeks. In truth, there wasn’t much until it came time to harvest. Check the fence line and keep out vermin and bugs as best we could. Weed any new growth and keep an eye on how much water they were all getting.

As I finished up, Esther came marching out of the house. She had replaced her long conservative dress for dark blue union pants, a tight white shirt, and thick dark blue jacket. There were no patches on the clothes, but there were discolored places where they had been cut off. The uniform looked to have been used often and was rugged. She had no pistol strapped to her waist, but instead two long double-edged daggers of an odd design and a small brace of smaller throwing knives.

“The army thought you were a man?” I asked her, shaking my head, “I can’t see that, but you certainly are armed for war.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” the woman said with a grin. “I was younger back then, and had my hair cut short. And this…” She waved at the hardware on her belt. “Well, you don’t grow up the daughter of my father and not learn a thing or two about knives and war.”

“You’ll have to tell me about him someday,” I said. “Give me a minute, and then we’ll head out. Any last questions?” I asked Grace and Delilah.

“You two be safe,” Grace said after shaking her head, “and get back soon as you can.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, tipping my cap, and very nearly grinning.

I grabbed my rifle and made sure I had enough ammunition for it and my six-shooter. Just as I was about to head out, Grace handed me a small pack filled with a light meal of shriveled apples and smoked meats. I thanked her, finding it difficult to leave her presence. Tearing myself away, I led Esther to the woods line and the game trail that would take us to where I’d found Pa’s corpse.
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The woman was no hunter, but she was graceful and athletic. She made noise as we hiked up into the hills, but it wasn’t more than most people did, and her breathing remained steady and even, even when we’d been climbing for two miles. She impressed me with her stamina, but more impressive was her attention to detail as we hiked.

I caught her noting landmarks and continuously getting her bearings throughout the climb. She noticed a small game in the underbrush and kept her weapon near at hand in case we encountered trouble.

It was odd having someone else with me while hiking these lands. I’d spent so many hours out here alone. But her presence was a welcome one, and I found the more time I spent with the woman, the more comfortable I grew. We spoke little over those few hours, but when we did, she was quick with a joke, and I found her earthy sense of humor pleasant. Not to mention the scent I caught from her herbal soap when she drew close, sent a shiver down my spine each time.

A few hours before noon, we came upon the place where I’d discovered my father’s body. We stayed within the tree line as we surveyed the area. The outcropping where my father was shot was visible from dozens of places along the mountainside, and I had no idea where to begin searching. Esther pointed out three areas immediately, though.

“If I were to lay in wait for someone, I’d want to make sure the sun wasn’t in my eyes at any point during the day, and that I had enough cover no matter what winds blew.” She pointed to the three places. “Those would be likely places unless I miss my guess.”

“Let’s go have a look then,” I said, hefting my own rifle and easing my six-shooter in its holster.

We got to the first location, and I could find no sign that anyone had been here recently besides a couple of rabbits. But in the second location, I saw immediately that someone had lain in wait there. The signs were obvious, even to Esther.

The area was filled with wide, heavy boot prints, and as I scoured the small patch of tall grass, I found where he had been prone. The indentations were plain as day, and after sniffing around for a couple minutes, I found the spent shell casings buried under a few inches of soil a couple feet away.

The rage was a cold thing in me as I hunted the area. Esther kept watch, her rifle in hand as I tracked. It took twenty minutes, but I found where the pair of boots had entered the area and then left, heading north along the mountainside. Motioning for Esther to follow, but at a distance, I slipped off into the woods, following the trail.

I lost the trail an hour later when it skirted across a large patch of bare stone, but Esther pointed out a game trail on the other side, and I picked it up right away. This trail had been used often, and we were forced to approach with more caution.

The sound of harsh laughter brought me up short, and I held up a fist to freeze Esther in place. I couldn’t make out the words, but the sound of men talking and laughing came faintly from far ahead and to the right. I slipped off the trail and made my way silently through the woods. A minute later, I heard the not quite so silent movements of Esther behind me.

Stopped near a ridgeline, I lay flat against the soft soil and waited for the woman to join me. Holding a finger to my lips, she lay down beside me, quiet as a mouse. I moved slowly and peeked up over the ridgeline, looking down on a narrow ravine. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the other side of the ridge was covered in dense ferns, a small creek trickling in the bottom of the ravine. On the far side was a small camp with a group of men sitting around a cook fire.

Esther slid up beside me and peered down upon the camp. There were nine men, rough-looking one and all. Two stood out from the rest, massive men, each with long blond hair and looking nearly identical. They joked and pushed the other men around roughly and I felt a wave of boiling anger in my gut and acid tickling my throat.

Laying near the tents was a familiar rifle with a cherry wood grip. I would recognize that weapon anywhere, for my father never went without it.

I felt a hand grip my shoulder and realized I’d been about to rise, pulling my rifle up with me. I dropped back down, breathing heavily. Esther looked at me with concern, and I motioned to the tents.

“The lever action with the cherry wood grip, sitting by that tent, you see it?” She nodded, and I went on. “That was Pa’s rifle.”

“We don’t know these are his killers,” Esther said softly. “They could have just come across the body. Besides, there are too many men, even if they are fish in a barrel down there. We might get three or four before they scatter.”

“You’re right,” I said, pushing down the murderous rage that wanted to break free.

“We should tell that sheriff of yours and come back with a posse,” she said, and I nodded.

I wouldn’t leave just yet, taking my time and noting each man's appearance. The two giant blond men were definitely brothers and the leaders of this little bunch. After their meal, they lazily gathered up their tools. Only then did I slip back down the ridgeline and lead Esther back the way we’d come.

I was too busy thinking about the men we’d discovered and failed to notice the group of four men approaching until we stepped around a turn in the dense woods and nearly ran into them.

The men were just as startled to see us, and they froze, looks of shock and anger on their faces. I recognized them as the men I’d seen the other day. Rough-looking men, who smelled of old shit and stale urine, their skin dark with caked-in grime.

“Who are you, boy?!” said one of the men, small and wiry, his anger changing to greed when Esther stepped into view behind me. “Hello there, what's this? A pretty little bit like this out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“These are my lands,” I said, my own surprise giving way to the cold rage that still burned within, “so you men better get gone from them.”

“Giving us orders, boy?” The man said, his grin turning evil. “I don’t see no deeds in your hands. And who this here, eh? Older sister? Aunty? Naw, she don’t look much like you, boy. What do you say, Elm, think this pretty cunt’s gonna be a good time?”

“Looks like a fighter, Glen,” a second man said, a slender blade of a man with a cold hard smile who slowly drew a knife from his belt sheath. “Should be fun.”

Cold realization flooded me, and I realized these men were planning violence and rape, no matter what I said or did. If I fired my weapons, the men behind us would hear and come to investigate. I knew these woods very well, but I had no desire to play cat and mouse with ten men hunting me. And there was no way Esther could make it out with her poor woodcraft skills.

“Just relax, boy,” the small man went on, a slow, confident smile stealing over his face.

He was about to say more, but in that moment, when the surprise was still on our side, I acted.

The butt end of my rifle swung around in a hard-tight arc with all my weight behind it. I needed no high windup to split an oak log, and the man's face barely had time to register horror as the ironwood butt of my rifle tore his lower jaw free of his face with a sickening sound. The man crumpled, writhing in horror as blood filled his throat, bubbling in the hole that had once been his lower face.

Two of the men were frozen in shock, but Elm reacted with the instincts of a fighter. His blade flashed for my chest, and I saw my death coming with it. Suddenly Elm staggered to the side, a bloom of red blood appearing on his shoulder as a blade skittered off into the woods, thrown by Esther.

Then the woman closed with Elm, a whirling dervish of flashing steel that shocked me even more than it did the man, her face a mask of determination as she wove death about herself. Her twin daggers were a match for the man's own, and as he fended her off, I saw they fought in a familiar style, only she was faster and far deadlier.

The last thing I saw as she drove him back into the dense woods was the fierce grin on her face, then the other two men turned to me with fear in their eyes, the wet choking sounds of their leader as he lay drowning in his own blood, filling their ears.

The one man with a rifle raised it, eyes going wide with fear as the other man cursed and turned to flee. I didn’t hesitate as I charge the rifleman and hit him with my shoulder, just as he fired.

The sound was deafening, but the man beneath me was smaller and far weaker. I battered his arms aside and gripped the barrel of his long rifle and smashed it down into his face. Again and again, I drove it into the man's head and face, his struggles growing weaker as the teeth and blood flew.

My own rage had ahold of me. It burned in me with a hot fury that could not be quenched. I smashed that man's face again and again. The sickening sounds of crunching bone and squelching blood filled me with pleasure until finally, he ceased struggling, and I sat back, panting. A slight breeze blew down the trail and cooled the sweat on my brow, and I looked down with horror. The sight before me was so grizzly I felt my gorge rise, and I turned and threw up my breakfast all over the side of the trail.

“I’m glad to see you didn’t get a taste for it.” The voice was cold and hard, and it snapped me out of my head.

I looked up to see Esther standing there, blood sheeting her coat and shirt, but none of it hers. Her words had been harsh, but her eyes were soft as she looked at me, and she gave a small understanding nod.

“I put a blade in the one who ran, but that shot alerted the camp back there. It won’t be long before these woods are swarming with men.”

“Ok,” I said, and taking in a final deep breath, I blew it out slowly, my mind racing. “Follow me.”

I lead us off the trail and into the deeper woods and to a creek I knew. We jogged through the stream for a few hundred paces, then came out on the other side. I used every trick I knew to make sure they couldn’t track us, all while leading us back to the house as quickly as possible.

We were silent as we ran the last couple miles. I had this nagging fear that we would find Grace and Delilah shot and killed. It wouldn’t leave my head, and my anxiety grew with every step.
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It was early afternoon, and I was panting in exhaustion when we finally burst forth from the tree line. Esther was just a little bit behind me, keeping pace most of the way. She heaved in deep breaths just like me, and we both gave cries of relief when we saw Grace and Delilah stand from the crops and wave at us.

Grace and Delilah met us at the house. As I walked through the farm, I was happy to see they’d been busy while we were gone. No one other than me might be able to notice, but a dozen small tasks that had been building up over time were done. Clutter was cleared out, and things put into nice and orderly places.

Grace grew more and more scared as we told them our tale. My voice was subdued as I spoke of killing that man, the image of his ruined face present in my mind. Before I could finish, Grace pulled me into a big hug, and I shivered and felt hot tears burning in my eyes. Her soft body felt warm and wonderful as she held me tight.

“You’re safe, you and Esther, that’s all that matters.” She led me into the house and had Delilah put on a pot of water to wash.

It was too late to head into town, so Esther drew out all the weapons I had and began disassembling and cleaning them, her eyes on the tree line as she worked. If they came at us that night, she planned to have us as ready as possible.

Grace sat me down on a stool and drew off my shirt and jacket. They were covered in stiff dried blood and bits of brain and bone, and she grimaced as she set them aside to be washed. I felt exhausted, the lack of sleep, and all the emotions taking their toll on me. Grace took up a clean rag and dipped it in the warm water, wiping the blood off me.

Her breathing grew deeper and more ragged as she worked, and her soft touch drew me out of memories that threatened to drag me under. I found myself watching her beautiful face and caught her blushes and quick glances at my muscled torso as she dunked the rag, washing out the blood.

“Oh my,” Delilah said, stepping through the back door with a fresh shirt. “John… you’re a fine-looking man… fine-looking.”

She stood in the doorway, staring, a slow smile growing on her face. I felt her mother’s hands on my abs draw away quickly when her daughter spoke, and she turned to the girl with a frown.

“Shouldn’t you be getting supper ready?” she asked, a touch of annoyance in her voice.

“Just making sure you aren’t trying to jump the order,” the girl said. “It’s Esther’s night, Momma.”

“Hush now, girl, and get back in there,” her mom said, face blushing red. “Can’t you see the boys had too much happened to him lately to be dealing with that nonsense now?”

The girl frowned and turned to go in, flashing a cute smile at me before she slipped back into the house. I glanced at her mom and saw the woman blushing furiously and unable to meet my eyes.

“What was that all about?” I asked her.

“You’ve been kind to us,” she began, “inviting us into your home, just after the tragedy with your pa. But don’t think for a moment that we forget who the man of this house is. Esther and I came out here to the west, looking for a strong man and a good home. We had thought to find that in your pa, but it seems we’ve found something even better in you, John.”

I was stunned by her words, but she went on quickly, moving past the admission.

“We just wanted to give our thanks and pay our respects to the man of the house is all. I hope you will allow us to do so.”

“Of course,” I said, not quite sure what she meant, but too tired to dig into it then. “As I said, I’m grateful you ladies are here. And don’t worry about being stuck here if you chafe or grow tired of the rough accommodations. If it comes down to it, I can help you raise a house wherever you ladies choose to settle.”

“If you will have us,” she said softly, staring into my eyes again, her gentle hand taking mine in a quick grip, “I believe we’d all love to stay here and build a home with you. Now let’s get inside before it gets too chilly and have some supper.”

I followed the woman in. Once again, she seemed to be speaking to me on a deeper level. They were kind people, and I was telling the truth when I said their presence warmed the house. It had been the one source of happiness over the past couple of days, and I couldn’t imagine what I would be feeling or doing if they hadn’t been there.

As I sat and ate the large bowl Delilah portioned out for me, I looked around at the beautiful women who had come into my life, marveling at this blessing of life and friendship that had been unasked for but was so very welcome. As we ate and sat by the fire and talked, I felt knots of tension ease in my shoulders. We planned to head into town the next day once the morning chores were handled, and the girls promised to be up early to help me with them.

Esther insisted we set a watch that night, and she took the first one, sitting up near the window, a half dozen loaded rifles sitting against the wall before her. Grace and Delilah said their goodnights, each pausing to whisper with Esther before they headed to the back bedroom and their bundle of thick blankets.

I unrolled my sleeping mat and stretched out on the warm floor near the hearth, watching the coals change from white-hot to a cherry red, and finally to a dull orange. Movement at my side made me roll over, and I found Esther lying there, her slender body stretched out at my side, resting her head in her hand as she looked at me.

“Those men would have killed you and raped me to death,” she said softly, and as I looked into her beautiful face reflected in the dim light, I realized her eyes were a deep forest green.

“I lost control,” I said, not meaning to admit what had been eating away at me.

“You saved my life,” she said simply. “You acted when others would have hesitated, and that gave us the edge today. The dreams are going to come, and it will get worse before it gets better, but I wanted you to know… I thought you were magnificent.”

Her words were breathy, and she drew closer to me slowly as she spoke until I could once more smell the herbal scent of the soap she used and feel her breath tickling my cheeks.

“Do you have any idea what a handsome and dashing young man you are?” she asked, a crooked smile finding its way onto her face.

“I’m sorry?” I asked, taken aback by the quick change in the direction of the conversation.

“You won’t be,” she whispered, and her crooked smile took on a darker quality, and I grew uneasy, then I jumped when I felt her hand slide across my thigh and manhood.


CHAPTER 7
[image: ]



“Excuse me?!” I asked my voice climbing until the end, then I went on in a whisper, “What are you doing?! Ms. Esther, please!”

“When you took that first man out with one blow, you even shocked me,” she said as she pressed her body to my side. The heat of her sent a shiver through me, and I couldn’t help but respond to her touch as her quick fingers unlatched my belt. “I wanted to jump you right then and there. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a manly and decisive act.”

“Please,” I said, lamely trying to push her hand away from my belt area. “I’ve never… and Grace and Delilah… oh god… we can’t…”

“Oh, we can,” she said as her hand slipped into my pants, and I felt her cool fingers come in contact with my hardness. I breathed in a hiss of pleasure, unable to hide how good her grip felt on my cock. “And this giant guy seems to agree with me.”

I felt her hot lips on my neck, and all will to resist melted away. I forgot the consequences and repercussions of such an act. I just felt her touch upon me and her soft, yet firm body, pressing against mine. I turned into her and crushed my lips to hers. Pulling back, I relaxed my grip on her slender body and kissed her softer, loving the feel of her soft lips against mine, and hearing the little moans of pleasure as I held her in strong arms.

“Dear god,” she breathed pulling back from our kiss and gazing down at my manhood now free of my pants. She held it up staring at the more than half its thick length that stood out of her grip. “And I’m the lucky woman who gets to taste this gorgeous cock for the first time.”

I lay there in shock as she leaned down and planted her lips to the tip of my dick. I’d heard about women sucking on a man’s cock when in taverns with my pa, but I’d never dreamed it could feel as good as it did.

Esther planted soft kisses all around the head of my cock, her tongue licking out around the underside sending a shiver of pleasure up my spine. She looked up at me, her green eyes grinning in the dim firelight, and stared into my eyes as thick lips slipped over the head, and I felt her hot wet mouth draw me in.

I didn’t know heaven could exist on earth until that moment. It might sound terrible to say, but holding her firm ass in one hand and watching while she slid her hand up and down in time with her tight hot mouth was the best feeling of my life, up to that point. Her beautiful eyes were locked on my face, a happy smile tugging on the corners of her lips as she watched the pleasure register there.

My pleasure began to peak far too early, and though I tried to stave my orgasm off and draw out this surprising ecstasy, I could manage no longer.

“I’m going to… oh, Jesus!” The whisper came out as more of a moan as Esther nodded, her lips never leaving my cock, as she sucked all the harder.

I couldn’t stifle the grunt of pleasure that escaped my throat as I came into the woman’s hot mouth. My legs flexed and back arched, and she wrapped her lips all the tighter around the head of my dick, sucking and swallowing hard, drinking down every drop.

Panting deep breaths, I slowly recovered, and blinking looked down to see Esther sitting up, eyes closed, and licking her bottom lip as she savored what she had just done. Then she looked down at me and grinned.

“That was…” I said, grinning back and suddenly remembering where we were and who lay nearby. I glanced at the hallway's entrance, but Esther bent down and turned my face in her firm grip.

“Tonight, you’re mine,” she said, her grin almost possessive. “Please give me this… no words.” Her hands moved down and began to unbutton my shirt, and my own fingers flexed as I gripped her slender waist. “Just be with me tonight… we’re alive.”

Her lips met mine, and then the passion flared up in us. Once more, I lost awareness of the rest of the world and just experienced this beautiful woman pressing herself against me. Our hands grew frantic as we stripped each other bare. The woman lacked all self-consciousness and seemed to relish in my enjoyment of her beauty. Her breasts were slight but firm on her chest, the nipples small and dark.

I ran my hands up her firm back and pulled her to me, kissing down her slim neck and tugging a hard nipple into my mouth, loving the moan of pleasure that escaped her mouth. Her hand once more took my cock, her fingers gripping me and slowly jacking my hardness.

She pulled me between her parting thighs, and before I knew what was happening, she was pressing the fat tip to her wet entrance, and I sighed out in pleasure as I sank into her soft hot depths.

“Oh, God!” Esther moaned out, her body tensing up beneath me. “Slow… it’s been so long… you’re so big… oh god, John!”

Her loud moans and cries rattled me, but her hot lips on mine, hands gripping me tightly, washed away all my worries. Her tightness relaxed around my girth, and I worked my cock deeper and deeper into her with short little thrusts.

“There! Oh god, yes… right there!” Esther cried out sharp and loud, her nails digging into my back as I felt her pussy tighten around my cock. The walls felt like they were milking me, and I held her close.

A stupid grin stole over my face as I realized I was really having sex and had even made a woman cum! Then Esther was peppering my face and neck with kisses, moaning soft words of love and pleasure as she begged me to cum. I’d never dreamed of hearing something so nasty and hot before, and it was only a few seconds later that I was gripping her firm ass in two hands, and driving into her with long hard thrusts, the cum boiling out of my cock, deep into her womb.

Panting, I held myself there, feeling her pussy spasming still around my cock, its entire length filling her. Lifting my head, I looked down and saw her grinning up at me as if she’d just won a prize.

If I thought my magical evening was over there, I was sorely mistaken. My cock still filled the woman, and I felt her do something magical with her pussy, flexing around me, causing me to thicken once more. Then she rolled me onto my back, mounting me and sitting back.

Her hand on my chest, she rode me slowly, and I held her slender hips and firm ass, staring up at her beauty. She reveled in my attention, throwing back her thick blonde hair over her shoulder and gazing down at me with a confidence I found enthralling. She was so slender her belly button was elongated, and her small firm breasts stood out magnificently from her chest. They bounced in time with her hips as she drove my cock deep into her.

We took our time on the second round. I tried to memorize the feel of her incredibly hot pussy as it sent waves of pleasure through my body. Also, the sight of this gorgeous woman in the prime of her life, face twisted in pleasure as I drove her over the edge into nirvana.

Once more, she took my cum deep into her body, and then collapsed upon me, having experienced several orgasms as she slowly rode my cock. We both panted, catching our breaths, covered in sweat. I closed my eyes and held her close, feeling fully content for the first time in weeks. Then I did something I hadn’t done in days. I nodded off into a deep full night’s sleep.
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Iwoke feeling refreshed and rested then I sat up with a start, remembering what had happened between Esther and me. The blankets beside me were empty, and I heard movement in the kitchens. Dressing quickly, I slipped in and found her and Grace packing a meal into a tin canister.

I was ready for things to become awkward quickly, but Esther turned a relaxed smile on me as she held up the lantern. Her long straight blonde hair was tied back and her dress back on, in place of the trousers and coat from the day before.

“Morning,” Grace said with a bright smile, her warm eyes easing my worries of awkwardness.

The entire morning I waited for Grace or Delilah to mention something about the night before, but neither did. They both were sweet to me, Delilah even flashed me a dazzling smile as she closed up the house, her large young breasts drawing my eyes as she bent low to grab her bags. She caught me looking, and her smile grew sly, giving me a wink before she flounced over to the wagon and up between her mom and friend.

Esther said nothing about our night before, but she would give me longing looks and slow smiles that told me it hadn’t been a dream. Before we headed out, I trapped her behind the house and pressed her up against the wall, going crazy from the desire to touch her again. She giggled and moaned into the kiss as I held her close, my hands gripping her tightly.

Then we broke off, and I stepped back. From her ragged indrawn breath, I could see that she was just as affected as I was. I grinned at her, a promise of what was to come, and then slipped back out.

I went out and saddled my horse, then hitched up the mules to the wagon. Usually, I would have used the cart Pa and I’d built to haul supplies, but with the women coming along, it just made more sense to drive their wagon in and load it up.

It was of excellent design with sturdy axles and a deep bed. It had been built for a trek across the continent and had thick hardwood walls that could turn aside all but the most powerful ammunition. Esther loaded the bed with the rifles and stashed two beneath her skirts as we headed out.

“Grace and Delilah can both shoot if it comes to it,” she’d told me as we loaded the last into the wagons, “but neither has seen a real fight, so I wouldn’t lean on them too heavily.”

I nodded in understanding and worried if I could be relied upon in a real fight. I’d never been in a gun battle and had no desire to be in one any time soon. With White Hoof beneath me and the three women mounted on the wagon's bench, we headed out down the narrow track.

So much had happened over the past two days, my life felt chaotic. At the same time, I felt comfortable with these women and focused on my target. What I would do once justice had been delivered to my father’s killers, I wasn’t sure. But the future looked a little brighter now than it had the morning before.

As we rode down from our high valley, and down to the river and town, I told the women about the lands around ours. Few had staked claim this far north in the Sierras. Pa and I had settled here for the relative peace.

Dense forests of tall pine trees covered the mountainsides, broken up here and there by cliff faces and granite outcroppings. The flat land’s vast fields of tall green grasses held smaller game like rabbits and squirrels. The views were magnificent at several points, and the women all seemed to fall in love with the land as I had.

Grace and Esther asked probing questions about water and resources. They asked about the history of these parts and who might pose a threat to our lands. I told them all I knew.

Pa and I had been amongst the first settlers in these parts. Soon after, more and more had stopped in and built homes. The town was little over a year old, but already a few dozen called it home. It had a general store, a barbershop, and a tavern. There were also two whorehouses in town, but I left that out. Soon enough, they would see the ladies hanging nearly topless out of the windows.

They’d tried to make Pa sheriff in town, mostly on account of him being taller and more powerfully built than all the other men. He had no desire to live in or near town though and so had refused the title. He’d ridden down from our place a couple times and helped to deal with an arson and several murderers over the last year. I’d stayed behind, him wanting me to have no part in that business if he could avoid it.

I choked up some as I spoke about my father, but it felt good to remember good times. I felt a need to have Grace, Esther, and Delilah to see him as I did.

Six hours after we set out, we rode around a stand of trees, and the glittering ribbon of river stretched out across the horizon. Just below us was the small town that had sprung up. Even as we looked, construction was going on at several places with small homes and shops going up.

We rode into town, and the women drew a couple looks. Grace and Delilah, especially, with their fine figures and patrician good looks. All three had dressed in simple woolen dresses that did little to enhance their appearances. Nothing could hide the hourglass forms of Grace and her daughter, though, and I even caught more than one sour look from the whores leaning out their windows trying to catch my attention.

I tied White Hoof up outside the general store and helped the women secure the wagon. Their mules were a docile pair, Delilah having spoiled them and won their affections. I went into the small grocer and met with the owner, introducing him to the women and getting them set up to buy supplies for winter.

I was distracted and Grace pushed me out, assuring me that they would be fine, and telling me to go report to the sheriff. I thanked her and stepped out into the main street. As I walked up the dirt road, I felt eyes on me, and the street seemed eerily empty. Empty of people at least, now that I noticed there were a good half dozen horses tied up outside the saloon. Skinny and ill-treated one and all, it didn’t look like any of them had been brushed for weeks.

Stepping into the sheriff’s office, I found the man picking his teeth with a sliver of wood. He jerked in surprise when he saw me, stabbing his gums and cursing. He stood and threw the sliver of wood away, sucking at his gums.

“John!” the man said with a wave of his hand to one of the empty chairs. “Have a seat. hat can I do for you?”

“Sheriff, it’s my pa,” I said, grateful my voice stayed strong. “He was shot and killed on our property.”

“Shot?” The man frowned as he sat forward, hands clasped before himself. “Why that’s terrible.”

I was just about to launch into the story when I noticed something odd. The man had never gotten along with my father, always suspicious that Pa might take his cushy job someday. He didn’t register any surprise at my words, and murder was a rare thing in our community.

“Do you know who did it, boy?” he asked, his eyes intent upon me.

“I found some tracks,” I said my hackles rising. “They led back to a ravine on our property. There was a mining camp set up, run by two big blond brothers.”

“Now I can’t see the Dade brothers getting mixed up in anything like that,” the sheriff said leaning back and waving his hands to calm me down. “They are fine upstanding citizens of the territory. Why just this morning, they brought in the corpses of four men who were wanted from here down to Mexico. You must be mistaken, boy. Besides,” he said, his dark eyes glittering dangerously, “there’s plenty of land to be had up in those mountains, why would they want yours?”

There was no way I was going to tell him about the gold on our land. It would prove a motive, but it might also start a rush of crazies, and I couldn’t be sure what the sheriff knew. The man was grinning, but his eyes were cold as river stones as he stared at me, giving nothing away.

“I tracked the shooter from my pa’s corpse to their camp, Sheriff,” I said. “Come to my lands, and you can see for yourself, the tracks should still be there.”

“Well, now I’m sure that’s what you thought you saw, but who can really know, eh?” The man’s grin turned predatory as he went on, picking up a piece of paper from his desk and glancing at it. “Speaking of which, your claim was in your father's name and if he’s passed on, then the second claim that I received this morning would look legal.”

“That’s absurd!” I said, standing, anger bubbling up within me.

“Careful boy,” the man said, resting a hand on his six-shooter. “You don’t want to be making any hasty moves now. I can see you’re upset… Why don’t you head over and speak with the man who made the claim? Sort it out with him.”

“By every law of the lands, my claim has standing,” I said, sure now that something was going on, “and my father’s killers deserve to be brought to justice. Are you even going to investigate his murder?”

“Of course, I will,” he said, a bead of nervous sweat tracking its way down his face. “I’ll look into it, just as soon as you head over to the tavern and speak with the man who put in the claim.”

I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the man. He was middle-aged and soft around the middle. A good three inches shorter than I was, and not nearly as broad across the shoulders and chest. For one long moment, I thought of attacking this man and had to force my hands to relax, fists unclenching. There was no way I would get away with it without being lynched, and I had more than just myself to worry about now.

“Go on boy, he’s waiting for you.” The man was still nervous, but anger bubbled out of his voice.

With sudden insight, I saw that he wasn’t angry with me, he was mad with himself. I saw the trap waiting for me then, plain as day. This man planned to see me dead but didn’t have the stones to do it himself.

I knew what I had to do, and it fueled my anger and fear. I’ve never been one for hesitation or procrastination. If there’s a bit of work to be done, I’d rather do it now instead of putting it off.
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Stepping out of the sheriff’s office and onto the boardwalk, I looked up and down the main street. Grace was standing just outside the general store with a small group of townswomen. I could see the women were introducing themselves to the elegant Grace. It was normal for a new mother to be the center of attention when she first came to town. I caught her eyes as I began walking over to the tavern, and she must have seen something in me, for she pulled free of the surrounding women and hurried over.

“What is it?” she asked, her eyes concerned as she gazed up at me, stopping me in place.

“I think the sheriff’s in league with whoever killed my pa.” I frowned down at her. “You, Esther, and Delilah should get out of town. I’m sorry you showed up at such a bad time.”

“We aren’t going anywhere,” she said, gripping my arm and holding me fast. The town's women were watching us, and as I scanned them I saw most of the women’s faces blush and glance away from my hard stare. I didn’t see guilt or shame on any of their faces, though, and that relaxed a knot in my shoulders.

“We need to get out of this town,” she said, her gaze fierce. “Forget these men. We head back to the house and defend it if we must.”

“I have to do this,” I said, staring down into her eyes. I could see the fear in her, but I wouldn’t be turned away from my path. “If I don’t, they’ll steal my father’s lands, and there’ll be little I can do to stop it.”

“Man foolishness…” she said with a flash of anger, there and gone in a second before looking up at me with a fierce gaze. “If you live, you could use a few good hands on your side. Leave that to Delilah and me. Don’t you get yourself killed, John. I have plans for you still.”

The devilish grin she flashed as she turned away sent a shiver of desire coursing through me. She hurried over to the townswomen and began to speak with them. The sun was beating down on the empty street, but the wind was cool, and I remember noting how little sweat I had on my brow. I stepped across the street and pressed in the newly fitted saloon doors and stepped into the darkened interior.

The barkeeper was a short nervous man, and I saw his eyes flit from me to a table in the corner with six men sitting at it. The men quieted down when I entered, their harsh laughter cutting off as six sets of eyes alighted on me with hungry, greedy stares.

One of the men sitting at the table was a great big blond man, and I recognized him as one of the brothers. I felt my heart racing and anger bubbling up inside as I turned to march over. The anger hit me so hot and fast I didn’t notice the other man standing near the doorway until he bumped into me, spilling ale all over the front of my shirt.

“How dare you spill my drink, boy!” I looked over and saw the other blond brother standing there, a hard grin on his face as he glared at me. “I demand an apology.”

“Are you the man who put in a claim on my lands?” I asked, my words hard as the anger bubbling up within even hotter and more corrosive.

“My lands now,” the man said quietly, his voice not carrying more than a couple feet from us. The table with his brother and their men watched us with anticipation, and the few other patrons in the tavern with varying levels of interest as well. “That daddy of yours died like a dog, boy. He didn’t deserve the gold he found.”

I was moving before I even knew it. Throwing a haymaker at the man’s head, but he was expecting the blow and danced back, my swing going wide. The rage turned my vision red.

“How dare you!” the man called, his voice angry and hurt, but his eyes grinning as if this was what he’d been waiting for. “First you spill my drink, insult my brother, then you take a swing at me?! The Dade brothers won’t put up with that kind of disrespect. I’m calling you out, boy!”

The challenge stole away a greater part of my rage, and I stood there looking around. Just like that I’d stepped into the trap. The barkeep and other patrons were watching me with mixtures of surprise and anger. None protested the man calling out a boy of nineteen, but then I could see their silence had been bought with rounds of drinks before I showed up.

The tall blond man in front of me was older than his brother, who was still seated, and I saw the leather of his holster and the white wood of his gun grip were well worn in. This was the trap I’d suspected. The man was a killer and had been planning to force me into a duel with him one way or another. Duels were rare in these parts, but not unheard of.

The anger was a storm inside me, but I had no desire to die, and I figured that could be the only outcome if I was forced to draw leather against this stone-cold killer. I was searching for a way out when the second brother sitting down called out loudly, his words killing any hope I had of getting out of this fight.

“You a coward boy? Too scared to face a real man and defend your lands?”

His tone was mocking and cruel, and I saw the frowns form on the faces of the other patrons. They didn’t frown at the man, they frowned at me. There are few worse fates in this country than to be branded and believed to be a coward. If others thought I was, then I could expect to have my lands taken one slice at a time until nothing was gone. My animals would be driven off my farm, and I would find it hard to buy supplies. Being branded as yellow was almost worse than death in these parts.

Then I thought of Grace, Esther, and Delilah. If it was believed that I was a coward, they would be extra vulnerable to attack or capture. These were hard lands filled with hard and brutal men. I knew I didn’t have a choice.

A cold sweat popped out under my shirt, and I felt my heart racing, but my mind was still. I saw everything with crystal clarity. Each breath was cool and calm, in through the nose and out through the mouth, as I stared in the man’s eyes.

“What’s your name?” My voice surprised me with its calmness, and I saw the other man frown slightly, a touch uneasy.

“Elmer Dade,” he barked, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “We gonna do this, or talk all day?”

“It’s good to put a name to the man I’m about to kill,” I said, my tone quiet and hard as steel. “I didn’t know the names of the others.”

“Hmph, if you’ve ever killed more than a fly, boy, I’d be surprised.” The man smirked as he said it.

“You think those four men killed themselves near your camp yesterday?” I asked, letting a small smile play on my lips.

Elmer’s expression froze, and his eyes grew troubled. He was opening his mouth to speak, but I stepped back and swung the bar door open for him to exit.

“After you, I insist.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, and he snorted in derision as he stepped out to the boardwalk.

His demeanor had changed, though. There was a tension in his shoulders and stride that hadn’t been there before. I paused in the doorway and looked back at the table of grinning men who were standing to follow and flashed a triumphant smile at the other blond brother, causing him to frown. I saw one of the men cradling a rifle with a cherry wood handle and I noted the man’s appearance.

Then I stepped out onto the boardwalk, scanning the growing crowd for Grace. I saw her and Esther standing with a larger group of women. Her eyes widened when she saw me step out, and then she glanced at Elmer as he strode into the middle of the street, face a thunderhead. She spoke quickly with the women around her, and they all stared in fear at Elmer and me then scattered, each hurrying away.

A small hand gripped mine, and I turned to see Delilah standing just outside the saloon. She looked up at me, her big beautiful blue eyes shining with excitement and fear.

“Don’t you dare die, John.” Her words and tone echoed her mother, and her small hand gripped mine hard.

“I don’t plan on it,” I said with a smile that was more reassuring than I felt. “Best go be with your ma right now. If things do go south, perhaps you can find safety with one of the families in town.”

“Watch his trigger finger,” the girl said in a fierce whisper, stepping up close and pressing her slender young body against me. “It will give away when he’s about to draw.”

Then to my astonishment, she stood up on tiptoes and brushed my lips with a chaste kiss, her soft pink lips sending a thrill of excitement coursing through me. She flashed a delighted smile at my reaction, then spun and hurried over to her mother, who smiled at me only a touch tremulously.

“That’s a pretty little thing,” Elmer called from the middle of the street. “Where she come from? Is that her sister over there? Damn boy, you been hoarding the good pussy all to yourself. When you’re six feet under, me and my brother will have to share them around with the boys.”
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The anger tried to flare up in me again, but I breathed the fire out, seeking a calm place as I stepped out into the street. My heart hammered in my chest as I looked across at the big blond man. His hand was held out at his side, cold eyes staring at me. I could feel the eyes of the gathering crowd on us as the town went still and silent.

The sheriff’s office door swung open, the telltale squeak giving him away as he stepped out onto the boardwalk, but he said nothing to stop what was about to happen, and I dared not look over at the man. My attention was focused on the man in front of me, our eyes locked on one another’s.

“Abilene whorehouses pay the best for fresh meat like that little girl over there,” he said quietly for only me to hear. A sneer grew on his lips as his eyes flickered over to the saloon, his brother and their comrades piling out onto the boardwalk.

“Boy like you could never please her or that high lady beside her with the great teats. Me and the boys will work them in before we sell them.” He was speaking in a calm even tone, trying to lull me, but I kept a sharp mind as my heart hammered in my chest. “How much you think I’ll—”

I’d been ignoring the man’s words, or trying to, and caught the flicker of his trigger finger just before his arm moved, the words cut off. The palm of my hand slapped the butt of my pistol, and it was out of my holster. I didn’t bother to lift and aim, trusting to the same skill that had taken down a hundred rabbits. I snapped off the first shot and then brought my gun forward, fanning the hammer as two more rounds flew so quickly, the sound of all three bullets firing blended together.

The world was frozen for one long second. Elmer held his gun in a loose grip, having just cleared his holster. A look of confusion spread on his face as he glanced down and saw three blooming red spots appear on his grimy shirt, spreading quickly and pouring hot blood down his front from the pumping holes. Then he fell facedown, dead and lifeless.

I took in my first breath in a while, heart hammering as sounds suddenly began to register again. I heard a cry of anger and loss and turned to see the second brother pulling at his face as he stared at his dead brother.

“You’re gonna die, boy!” the man cried and was about to pull his own gun, his men doing the same.

Suddenly the sounds of a dozen rifles having rounds levered into place sounded up and down the street. The man froze, and even I took my eyes off them for one second to look around me.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw townsfolk all holding rifles and pistols and training them on the Dade brother and his gang. The wives had run home to tell their husbands and even armed themselves. I glanced at Grace and saw her flash me a big, relieved smile, and I nodded to her gratefully.

“The claim is settled!” I thundered, staring at the remaining brother and feeling the sheriff’s beady eyes glaring at my back, “And as far as I’m concerned, so is my father’s killer. You should get gone from this territory and never come back.”

“This ain’t over boy,” the younger Dade brother said, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth in anger as he ripped his reins free of the hitching post. “You’ll answer for Elmer's death.”

With that, he and his men swung up into their saddles, glaring down at me and everyone else. I saw the brother trail a long lingering look over Delilah before licking his lips and giving me a wink.

“See you around,” he said, with a smirk that nearly made me shoot him right there. I wasn’t going to give the sheriff the slightest excuse, though. So, I stood silent and watched the men ride out of town, my gun still in hand.

I was standing there looking down at the dead body of the man I’d killed when Esther led me away.

“Let the sheriff deal with the body. Come on, we need to get back to the ranch,” she said, drawing me to the wagon and my horse.

“It’s another trap,” I said, rousing myself out of the reverie that had held me, my mind sluggishly thinking through things. “They’re going to attack us there. Either tonight or tomorrow.”

“I know,” she said, “and we’re going to turn it against them. Now get on your horse, before that sheriff works up the nerve to lock you up for questioning or take one of us as a hostage.”

Her words sent a fresh wave of fear through me, and when I glanced back at the swarthy man, I saw his beady black eyes tracking the three women and me, a speculative frown on his face. He saw me staring, and we locked eyes. As we did his frown slowly changed to a small evil grin. Then he broke our gaze as the gravedigger called his name.

My hands were trembling as I pulled myself up into the saddle, but I marshaled myself, forcing my body to calm down as the shock of killing a man and nearly dying coursed through my system.

We rode out the opposite direction of the Dade gang, heading up into the mountains towards my lands. My fear now was being ambushed on the road, so I couldn’t afford to dwell on what I’d just done. I scanned the tree line to either side, keeping an eye out for any birds that were surprised into flight in the hills to either side of us, my rifle in one hand and the reins in the other.

Surprisingly Grace and Esther lay in the back of the wagon, and Delilah drove it. The two older women both clutched rifles, ready to pop up if needed. The wagon was loaded down with all the supplies we might need for winter I saw, and a few added items. I almost smiled when I saw the large bolts of different colored cloth they had purchased.

Delilah had an uncommon bond with the mules. I’d never seen anyone able to get the stubborn creatures to run for more than a few hundred feet without stopping. When Delilah called and flicked her wrists, sending them into a full out run, the beasts put their noses down and surged forward. The sturdy little mules didn’t stop for the entire race up the mountains, working themselves into a lather. Incredibly the mules looked willing to run themselves to death for the girl, but thankfully she pulled back on the reins long before then, letting them walk the final mile down into our valley.

The entire ride to the house, she had a fierce smile of joy on her face, as though the terror and threat only excited her. Our eyes met several times, and she flashed me bright excited smiles that seemed at odds with our terrible circumstances.
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We approached the house with caution, but after a quick search, it appeared no one had visited. Working quickly, Esther emptied the wagon of the weapons she had loaded into it into the house, save one for each woman. We barricaded the windows and then hauled in a few days’ worth of water and food from the stores.

I’d been thinking about how we might defend against an attack since we’d ridden out from town, and I had a couple ideas. As we barricaded the windows, I explained my plan, and the women agreed to it readily. Esther improved upon it slightly with a few suggestions, and then we all got to work.

Dade and his gang knew about the three women now, but they couldn’t possibly know how good of a shot Esther was. The woman agreed to my plan, and my respect for her grew as she hunkered down in the old blind my Pa had built, without complaint. When we’d first moved into these lands, we’d hunted this valley for pheasant and elk, and the blind was set up just into the woods from the house, up from the creek. It was a perfect location to lay an ambush; unfortunately, there was no cover from the elements.

We pulled out two woolen blankets, and Esther wrapped herself up in them. I took her out to the nook and showed her where to lay in wait to make sure the puffs of smoke from her rifle would stay hidden when she fired it. The position afforded a great view of the house and valley, with only a small corner on the back of the house out of sight to the shooter.

This was the first time I’d been alone with the woman since the night before, and as I pointed out the sightlines to her, she rested a hand on my shoulder, drawing my attention and drying the words on my tongue with her frank look.

“Is there something you’re not telling us?” she asked quietly. “It just doesn’t make sense that men would be willing to murder and kill for so little.”

I had been debating telling them about the gold deposit since we’d left town. They deserved to know, but the secret had gotten my father killed.

“You know Grace plans for you and Delilah to marry,” Esther said, a nervous hesitation in her voice. “She has this whole fantasy of the four of us building a home together. But I know what it’s like to lose a parent and how much your life’s changed over the past couple of days. So I understand if you don’t want to share that future with us.”

“That’s not it,” I said with a short laugh. “Jesus, you three have been the one saving grace of this whole thing. I’m sorry I should have told you three yesterday, but I don’t know… I feared what the knowledge would do to our friendship… I fear what it will mean for our future together.”

“I’ve never really fit in,” Esther said, staring off into the distance. “Always too adventurous to hang out with the girls, and too feminine to hang out with the boys. Grace was the one person who’s always understood me. When she told me of her plan to head out west and live in the mountains, I had hope of a future where I could find happiness. And then we met you… we fell in love with this land… then last night, I got the first taste of that happiness.”

“Last night was amazing,” I said.

“It was,” she said, “and it won’t be the last. You and your father built a beautiful home, in a gorgeous country. There is plenty of food, fresh water, and a sturdy roof over our heads. The three of us could ask for nothing more, but then we found a blessing in you. A handsome young man with a good heart, quick mind, and too brave by half. I don’t know you well yet, but I trust you, John, so keep your secret. I won’t press you any more.”

“It’s gold,” I said, feeling a wave of relief when I finally admitted it. “Pa found a gold deposit just up in the hills, a big one. I don’t know how the sheriff and those men found out about it; we were always careful to tell no one. Or so I thought.”

Esther was staring at me with wide eyes as she slowly nodded.

“You feared that if word got out, there would be a gold rush,” she said slowly. “Or did you fear we might steal it from you?”

“I thought about it at first,” I admitted. “Just a worry, easily dismissed once I got to know you all. To be honest, it’s a stress and a worry I never wanted to deal with. Pa had the dream of striking it rich. I was perfectly content to build this farm, maybe find a wife and raise a family.”

“That’s all we want as well,” Esther said, her arm around my back as she held me close to her side. “It’s Grace and I’s dream.”

“About last night,” I said, suddenly awkward.

“Last night was amazing,” she said, turning and looking up at me with a fond smile. “I never imagined it could be so good with a man.”

“Was that… was that just a bit of fun for you? It’s just… that was my first… I always thought I would wait until marriage… Sorry, I’m not sure exactly what I’m asking.” I felt my face flush with embarrassment and looked out over the farm, unable to meet her eyes as she stared at me with a crooked little smile.

“You know I’m actually glad you didn’t tell us about the gold,” she said, and when I turned to her with a questioning frown, she went on. “Otherwise, you might never believe Grace’s plan and think we cooked this all up.”

“What plan?” I asked.

“I really should have let Grace tell you. She does a better job explaining things than I do.” My frown deepened, and she went on, her tanned cheeks blushing a pretty red. “In order to explain her plan I should tell you something about Grace and I. Something as precious of a secret to the two of us as your gold is to you… We’re lovers.” At my start of surprise, she glanced up at me and grinned a mischievous smile. “Like that, do you?”

“I… I never imagined… how does it even work?” I asked, flummoxed as I tried to imagine two women together.

“Quite well, actually,” she said with a little laugh. “Would you care to watch sometime?”

Then she barked a loud laugh at my stunned expression and gawping mouth.

“When Grace wrote your father back and told him she was coming, she said she was bringing a surprise. One that he didn’t have to accept, but one she hoped he would,” Esther said. “I was the surprise.”

“And last night…” I said, unable to finish the thought.

“Last night was my first time with a man in over fifteen years,” she said softly, “and it was magical. And, if you will have them, Delilah and Grace are both hoping to have the same experiences with you.”

“But that’s a sin,” I said, trying to hide my excitement at such a previously unimaginable thought. “Isn’t it?”

“Is love a sin? Are we not allowed to share the same man? We’ve talked about this more than you could imagine and are confident in what we want. The only question is, are you willing to accept us?”

“I don’t know,” I said in all honesty. “I’ve never dreamed… it’s just a lot to take in right now.”

“I understand,” she said, nodding, “but don’t take too long. Grace and I will be fine if you decide you want nothing to do with us, but that girl is head over heels for you.”

“Delilah?” I asked, shocked. “She just met me!”

“The girls been dreaming of the wild and dangerous west her whole life and has more than a healthy interest in tales of violence. She talked for months about her wish to see a real western shootout… and you gave her that today. Besides,” she said, flashing me a wicked smile, “her momma told me she was dripping with envy last night. Wouldn’t shut up all night about how handsome you are, how dashing and capable. She’s been dreaming of a real western man for years and to finally find one so cute and young… well, good luck denying the girl.”

“That’s… I’m just a simple man,” I said, shaking my head, too overwhelmed. “I fear you’re all going to be disappointed.”

“Oh, John,” Esther said, leaning back and tilting her head as she peered up at me. “I wish you could see yourself through our eyes. If all I knew about you was the home and farm you built with your own hands, then I would think you a fine man. But you act without hesitation, you can kill when necessary, but you show no love for it. You are kind, thoughtful, and you partake of no vices such as drink or gambling.

“But that’s enough out of me for one night. Thank you for trusting me with your secret. I promise not to tell anyone about the gold. In truth, I never really cared for money all that much. Perhaps that comes from having it growing up. Now get down to the house and finish up there. I have a long cold night ahead of me.”

“You stay safe,” I said, pulling her into a firm hug.

I meant to release her, but she felt so good, and when I pulled my head back, she was staring up at me with those bright blue eyes. The kiss was warm and gentle and soothed the tension out of my shoulders. Holding Esther close, I felt my body responding to her slender form. Passion intensified, and then I pulled myself out of her arms with ragged breath and a grin. The woman drove me crazy, and she knew it from the confident little smirk on her face. Flashing me a smile and a wink, she wrapped herself in the blankets again and hunkered down in the blind, covering herself in dry leaves.
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Walking back to the house, I thought about what she had said and realized it might be a foolish decision, but there was no way I would turn down their offer. Then the thoughts were pushed out my head as I got back to work.

I was just hammering the last thick board into place over a window when Grace brought me a small bowl of stew. I sat down near the fire, and she came over to sit beside me.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m doing fine,” I said. I knew what she was asking, how I was dealing with the shooting today. In truth, I was trying not to think of it. The look on the man's face, dead and vacant, as he fell to the dusty street, was frozen in my mind’s eyes.

“Delilah is going to sit watch with you tonight.” Her cheeks flushed crimson, but she held my eyes with a steady gaze. “Would you show her the same kindness you showed Esther last night?”

“Of course,” I said carefully, “if that is your desire. But what of you?”

The tension was growing between us, like the air itself was charged with an invisible force. My stomach felt like a swarm of butterflies frolicked within as I stared at the gorgeous woman before me.

“I will be happy and proud,” she said softly, and then her lips quirked into a little grin. “And dream of when I finally get my chance to be with you.”

My breath caught in my throat, and she stood suddenly, flashing me a smile and turning in a swirl of skirts as she slipped back down the hall. I watched her go with my jaw hanging open and only then noticed Delilah standing in the kitchen entranceway. The girl stared at me, her eyes intense and unblinking before she made her way over slowly.

“Quite the day, huh?” she said as she sat down beside me on the floor.

“You could say that again,” I said. “I just can’t wait for things to go back to normal.”

“Is that really what you want?” she asked, her eyes bright as they focused on mine in the gathering gloom of evening.

“No,” I said after a long moment staring into her gorgeous light green eyes. “No, I suppose I don’t. But I do miss my pa, and I’ve no desire to kill any more men.”

“You were very brave today,” she said softly, gazing into the fire. “I was so scared when I saw you step out into the street with that man. He looked dangerous… the way he stared at Mama and me… it made my skin crawl.”

“You don’t have to fear him anymore,” I said, reaching out and drawing the slender girl into my arms. She was trembling like a leaf, but she pressed her warm body close to mine, and I felt her calm down. “We’ll deal with the others when they come. You’ll all be safe here, I promise.”

“I wish I could’ve met your father,” she said softly. “He must have been a great man.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked her, feeling my heart warm towards this quiet and intense girl.

“Because he raised such a wonderful man,” she whispered.

She looked up and met my eyes, and I saw such a depth of emotion and desire in her that it shocked me. The girl was beautiful, like her mother, but a flower newly blooming. Just past eighteen and innocent to the ways of men and women. I knew scarcely more than she did, having just had my first everything the night before. But as she stared up at me, I felt like a proper man for the first time in my life. This girl wanted me and was looking to me for guidance and approval.

Raising my hand, I tilted her chin up and touched my lips to hers. Her kiss was shy and nervous at first. Her soft young lips soon grew eager and energetic. I pushed her down onto the pile of blankets I’d lain out for my bed.

If an attack came, it would most likely come in the dark hours of the morning. I had little fear of being interrupted as I slid my hand up from her firm round hips, across her slender stomach and up to cup one large firm young breast. The touch drew a moan of pleasure from Delilah, and she grinned against my lips when my fingers found her hard nipple and pinched it through the thin material of her dress.

We were both young and filled with youthful energy, experimenting and learning as we touched and teased one another. I should have maintained some awareness and attention, for there was still some risk the Dade gang would come early that night, but I couldn’t think straight with the firm young body pressed against me. Or with her eager little hands, fumbling my belt open and my cock free.

She broke our kiss to stare down at my cock in her hand, her breath coming heavy and hard as her fingers gently played along the shaft. Cool fingers trailing pleasure as they traveled up its length. I was too enthralled with her sexy form to let the girl play for too long. Where Esther was slender elegance, Delilah was firm and rounded. Her body was slim, but her breasts were big, and firm and her ass felt like heaven as I gripped it tight.

I undid the buttons on her dress and peeled it back from her soft pale flesh. She preened under my wide stare, writhing on the blankets beneath me, and giggling as I stared at her big pink nipples and puffy pink areola. I gathered one great handful in and kissed the big hard nipple, sucking it gently into my mouth. My hand pushed her dress the rest of the way down, dragging her panties down her slender thighs.
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My hand trailed up her legs and softly touched her folds. Delilah moaned out in pleasure as I explored her sex, letting my fingers trail gently into her wet folds and then up to her hard, little clit, feeling her tense beneath me in pleasure as I gently rubbed it.

“Oh, John…” Delilah moaned. “That feels… oh god… mhmm… I’m… Oh, what are you… oh, god!”

I had trailed kisses down her neck and across her stomach and placed myself between her thin legs. Her curly dark hairs parted for my searching tongue as I tasted her. Her moans and sighs of pleasure had been quiet up until that moment, but once I began to lick and kiss her tight little pussy, she cried out loudly in pleasure. For long minutes I touched, kissed, fingered, and teased the girl until with a shuddering scream, she came.

“No more… please… oh god, John… that was so amazing.”

Delilah drew me up to her, kissing me fiercely and tasting herself on my lips. She grinned into our kisses and pressed me down to my back.

“Momma and Esther said a man loves to have their… cocks… kissed and sucked on, and I’ve been dreaming of it since I first met you… Lay back… Let me worship it… Mmhmm, are they all so big and beautiful?”

The girl held my cock in her hands as she knelt between my legs. Her eyes were big, and she had a delighted smile on her face as she stared at it, her hands lightly trailing up and down its length. Then she leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on the head. Her tongue snaked out of her little mouth, ran around the underside of my cock, and up its length. Then she sucked the head into her hot wet mouth.

“Tssss,” I warned when her teeth grazed the tender flesh. “No teeth… Mmm, fuck just like that… You’re so beautiful… that feels amazing.”

Delilah grinned up at me, her big firm ass giving a cute little wiggle as I stared at her sexy body. Then she took me deep in her mouth until her tonsils and tongue pressed firmly on the head, and then back up until she just sucked hard on the tip, then back down.

The wet sounds of her worshipping my cock filled the house, and I got a surge of wicked pleasure when I realized her mom must be listening to all of this. I slid my fingers in the girl's silky hair and took control of her. She moaned in pleasure as she gave herself over to me, her hand wrapping around my cock and stroking it as I held her in place and gently fucked her mouth.

I was nearing my own orgasm, and I stared down and met Delilah’s smiling eyes. The girl moaned, saliva pooling out her mouth and down my cock as the gluk, gluk, gluk, sound filled the room. I felt my orgasm approach, and Delilah must have sensed it too, for she closed her eyes and sucked all the harder. I released her head, and she stroked me fast as I grunted in pleasure and flooded her mouth with my cum.

She swallowed it as fast as she could and licked up the bit that dribbled out of her mouth and down my cock. The girl was working herself into a frenzy as she slid her wet pussy up and down my shin, grinding herself on me. She didn’t stop sucking and stroking me until I got hard once more.

I could take no more and pulled her up beside me. She gave a little whimper of sadness as my cock slipped from her mouth, but it turned into a whimper of pleasure as I pressed her down beneath me. My weight crushed her down to the blankets, as I spread her legs wide.

“Oh god, yes… fuck me, John!” Delilah moaned as I pressed the head of my cock to her wet entrance.

She was incredibly tight, and I had to work my cock into her in little thrusts, going deeper with each one. The girl tensed beneath me and cried out in pain as I felt her virginity tear before my thrusting cock. I paused and held myself there as she breathed in and out with slow deep breaths.

“You feel incredible,” I said, staring down at her beautiful young face, flushed with pleasure and tense with pain.

“You’re… so… big…” Delilah said in between pants.

I waited, and she calmed down, her heavy breaths turning deeper and her muscles relaxing beneath me. Her hips rocked gently, drawing my cock in deeper and deeper slowly.

“Slow…” she whispered, “Mhmm, ohhh that… god, that feels good… Mhmm!”

I began to fuck into her with gentle thrusts going deeper and deeper with each until I felt the bottom of her pussy press against my cock. Then I drew the whole length out of her until just the tip was in her hot slit. Driving forward with steady force, Delilah squirmed beneath me, moaning out even louder in pleasure.

Her hands clung to the backs of my arms, but as I fucked her incredibly tight pussy slowly, she slid her hands down my back, and finally, she gripped my ass and began pulling me into her harder and harder.

“Fuck me!” she cried as I began to pound down into her.

The feeling was indescribable. I wouldn’t say the feel of Delilah’s body and pussy beneath me felt better than Esther, just different. Younger, firmer, and tighter, she was more inhibited and inexperienced. But I was young, and this was only my second time having sex, so we matched in that respect.

The sounds of our wet sexes meeting filled the house and the cries of our lovemaking echoed around the walls. In just a few minutes, I was pounding down into her as hard as I could, feeling my own orgasm approach and unable to stave it off. I felt Delilah tense up beneath me, her pussy tightening on my cock and spasming, almost like she was milking me. Then I flooded her womb with my cum as we came together.

I fell beside her, holding her close, both of us panting and sweating. Her naked body pressed tightly against me as she burrowed her head into the crook of my neck and shoulder, giving off little mewling sounds of contentment as we held one another.

Five minutes later, she was riding me, my cock slamming into her still sore pussy as she bounced on my dick. Her big firm breasts bounced and jiggled with each thrust. My hands slid from her ass and up to cup her big breasts and pinch the nipples, one hand going up to wrap soft fingers around her neck as I held her in place for my pistoning cock. Delilah’s little pussy squirted juices as I gripped her neck, and her eyes flew open wide, and she nodded, pressing her neck into my hand. I gripped her tighter and felt her pussy spasming on my cock. My cock swelled and dumped a massive load of cum into her, and she collapsed upon me, panting and grinning in surprised pleasure.

“That… felt good,” she said with a little shy grin as she kissed me softly. “I was under your control… like I was your slave or something… mm, I loved it.”

“Then be a good slave,” I said with a grin as I slapped her firm ass hard, the sound echoing off the walls, “and clean my cock with that pretty mouth of yours.”

I don’t know where the words came from, but it sent a thrill of pleasure through me to see her eyes widen and a grin pull at her lips as she nodded and slithered down my body to take my cock into her mouth, sucking and licking it clean.

“Yes, sir,” she said softly as she held my dick in her small hand. “Mhmm, I’m so happy to serve.”

It took a couple minutes under her gentle ministration for me to grow hard again, and I let the girl enjoy herself as she sucked and licked my cock for long minutes before I once more flooded her mouth with cum. She drank it down as if it were ambrosia, moaning in pleasure.

We lay there holding one another and whispering about all we’d experienced and what we’d enjoyed about it. The girl wasn’t nearly as slow-witted as I’d first thought her. She was just a little odd. She was quiet and asked a lot of questions, probing me to find out what I had liked and not liked about my time with her and Esther.

At first, I was uncomfortable talking about the other woman with Delilah, but when I did, she shifted against my hand and I felt her pussy grow damp as she asked about my time with her, I realized she was getting off on it. We talked quietly for a couple hours, eventually dressing, sitting near a window and keeping a lookout, but I still held her close. Our rifles were sitting just within reach as she sat on my lap and lay against my chest. Her warmth felt wonderful, and I found I had a growing affection for the girl as the night wore on.
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Afew hours before dawn, I sent Delilah to go wake her mother. I was sitting near the window when the two women slipped out of the back bedroom and took up their rifles to join me near the windows.

I felt embarrassment well up in me when Grace gave me a warm, knowing smile. It was all I could do not to move closer and eavesdrop as the two of them sat next to one another, whispering quietly and glancing over to me. Delilah was all smiles as her mother pressed her for more details. I was a touch uncomfortable and more than a little intrigued. Grace and I had a powerful connection since we’d first seen one another, and as gorgeous and sexy as her daughter was, I found myself craving to feel her heavenly body pressed against mine.

I was fantasizing about Grace, all the naughty things I wanted to do with her, and almost missed movement in the woods. I felt a chill run down my spine as I realized they were here. Gripping my rifle tight, I motioned quickly to the girls, getting their attention. Their giggling faces sobered immediately when they saw the tense look on my face.

“The woods, just there,” I said, pointing, my voice barely above a whisper. “Hold your fire until I say… we want to draw them in close.”

Grace nodded quickly, her face white as a ghost, and Delilah eagerly. The younger woman held her rifle loosely, unlike her mother, who clutched it in a death grip. I worried the girl might be overeager and would do something foolish and get herself hurt. She had confessed to me during the night that she had been dreaming of danger ever since she was young and had felt a powerful thrill the day before when she saw me shoot down the Dade brother.

I was just about to say something when the first dark shapes slipped out of the woods and began creeping across the grass. The moonlight glinted off the steel barrels of their rifles, and I lifted my own, sighting down its length.

My heart was hammering in my chest as the men drew closer. Each second seemed to stretch out and then snap past too quickly. I watched the men’s approach, waiting until I saw the tenth and final man slip free of the forest. From the man's bulk and height, I could tell it was the sheriff.

The first two men had pulled out long knives and were now running for the front door. When they were little more than twenty feet away, a shot rang out in the quiet night, dropping one of the men in his tracks. Their reaction was confusion as they looked around in the darkness raising their firearms and looking around quickly.

I breathed a sigh of relief that Esther was awake and had seen the men approaching. At the same time I shifted my rifle and called out “Fire!” as I trained it on the other lead man. I pulled the trigger and felt the weapon kick in my arms, and the man dropped dead, with a gaping hole in his chest.

“Get back!” shouted a deep bellowing voice from near the front of the group. “To the woods, it’s a trap!”

I saw the tall form of the other Dade brother trying to rally his men. A few were pointing guns at the house, firing at the windows, and a few were firing randomly into the dark woods. A bullet whizzed past me, causing my fear to spike, but I only had eyes for the big man as I pulled the trigger again, ratcheting the rifle and then putting another bullet into his tall, dark torso.

“Get the fuck…. Ngh!” The man screamed as a third shot rang out. Clutching at his face, he reeled, his screams a wet and bubbling sound as he clutched at his neck, stumbling and screaming through the bloody remains of his throat.

I glanced over and saw Delilah grinning in triumph as she levered another round into her rifle and aimed at another man. Shots were ringing out from the woods as Esther picked men off one by one. The outlaws huddled together, their movements fearful as though they were under siege.

Then with a scream of rage, two men charged the house, seeing it as their only way to find cover. A few others dashed off into the woods, either to hunt the other shooter or fleeing, I wasn’t sure. The two men were nearing the house, but I couldn’t get an angle on them from the window I was in. Cursing, I leaped up and ran for the door, throwing it open just as the men neared.

The last thing they saw were the twin six-shooters in my hands as I fired straight into their faces. They were both dead before they got into the house, but their momentum caused their bodies to crash into the walls.

There were three men left, and they were all fleeing into the woods. I felt a surge of anger when I saw the sheriff looking back over his shoulder, rage and greed twisting the man’s features. I knew he would never quit now, and I saw my chance to end this threat fleeing with him. Turning to the women huddled near their window still, I barked an order.

“Stay inside, no matter what!” Then I turned and ran up into the woods, hot on the men’s trails.

I knew that what I was planning was dangerous. It’s all too easy for the hunter to become the hunted, especially in the dark. But dawn was near at hand, and these were my woods. I knew every trail and nook for miles around, and from the sounds coming from ahead, these were poor woodsmen.

I slowed as I crept through the woods, moving at a stalking pace. My senses focused on the slightest sounds and movements. As I followed the trail, the sun began to climb in the sky, lightening the dark forest interior. Once I could make out the signs of the men’s passage, I was able to move a little quicker.

It was a good half-mile from the house in a dense part of the woods when I felt a prickling sensation on the back of my neck. I was about to step around the trunk of a towering redwood, but I froze, remembering the small clearing just on the other side. I realized with a hammering heart that it would be the perfect place to set up an ambush.

Crouching low, I slipped off the trail and crawled through the thick ferns, careful not to disturb their fronds. Five minutes later, I got confirmation as the stale smell of an unwashed body assaulted my nose as I circled around upwind. I thought to draw my knife and sneak up on the man and end him silently, but then I saw the dried leaves he had scattered around himself and knew I would never get close enough without making a sound.

I raised my rifle and sighted on the man lying there. He must have heard some sound, or sensed my eyes upon his back, for he rolled them, eyes wide with fear as he saw me and tried to bring his gun to bear. I recognized him then and the rifle in his hands. I didn’t give him a chance, putting a bullet between his eyes and another two in his chest before he could get my father’s rifle trained on me.

The sound of the rifle shot rang out through the quiet morning, cutting through the silence. My heart was hammering as I stared at the dead man, then with a start, I moved, cursing myself for standing there like a fool, waiting to get shot.

“Jesse, you get him?” a voice called from a couple dozen meters up the hillside.

With a cold hard smile, I slipped back into the shadows and crept up the hillside. This second man didn’t wait around when he got no answer from his companion. I heard him swear and then begin hurrying through the woods. I was forced to pick up my pace as he started jogging up a game trail and kept far enough back that he didn’t catch sight of me.
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An hour later, the man was heaving deep breaths as he stopped near a creek to take a drink of water. The woods were packing close, and though I could catch a glimpse of the man as he crouched down to drink, I couldn’t get a clear shot on him. Crouching low, I crawled closer, intent on taking him out here and now, before I lost the opportunity. I paused after twenty yards and glanced at the creek and froze when I saw the space he had been in empty.

I was searching the woods for any sign of him when the man suddenly rushed out of the brush right beside me, screaming a curse and firing his gun at near point-blank range. Only my quick reaction saved my life as I rolled hard to the side. I felt something burning hot tear across my ribs, and I screamed out in pain. A sickening feeling filled my gut, and for one terrible moment, I thought I was dying.

Rage blotted out the pain, as I realized I wanted desperately to live. Images of the gorgeous Delilah and sexy Esther danced in my head, as well as the hope of similar dalliances with Grace.

My own rifle forgotten, I rushed the man as he began to lever another round in the chamber of his gun. Pulling my long knife, I drove it into his guts, my momentum carrying us both to the forest floor. He fought like a cornered rat, his fingers tearing at my wrists and hands, scratching at my face as he sought to dislodge the dagger from his belly. I held on as if my life depended on it, his hot, fetid breath on my face as the man whimpered in pain and disbelief. I realized he was young, younger than me, but I didn’t let that realization stop me as I dug the steel in deeper and deeper, cutting up through soft flesh and gushing blood until I finally found his heart.

The man stilled beneath me, a look of sorrow frozen on his face as I drew in ragged breaths. I had to pry my bloody fingers off the knife’s hilt, the muscles were so locked in place. I lay there for a long moment catching my breath and pushing back the emotions that threatened to well up inside.

Rolling over, I felt fire in my side and gasped sharply in pain. With trembling fingers, I searched at the wound, fearing the worst. There was a lot of blood, and the flesh was parted along several ribs, but the injury was narrow and shallow. The bullet had cut an angry furrow across my side, and every breath ached. Feeling tenderly at my ribs, I realized at least one must have been broken. Every breath was agony, and it felt like someone kicked me in the side as I tried to sit up.

When I stood finally, I felt my stomach heave at the sight of the gutted young man, leaking blood and bile on the forest floor. As I cleaned my knife and reloaded my guns, the image of the sheriff's cruel face, twisted in bitter anger as he fled into the woods, filled my mind. There would be no peace until the man was dealt with.

My anger was a cold fire inside as I walked back to the trail and hunted for signs of the sheriff's passage. The pain in my side and ribs faded as I focused on my task, the anger helping. I was forced to backtrack several hundred meters, but eventually, I found where his heavier boot prints broke from the trail. The man was headed in the direction of the camp Esther and I had seen a couple days before. I couldn’t be sure though, so I followed slowly, wary of any more ambushes.

From the length of the man’s steps, he didn’t keep a fast pace for long, and I saw his heavy tread pause in several places as he caught his breath. My confidence grew as the morning wore into afternoon. I knew he couldn’t stay ahead of me for long; the man was clearly in poor physical conditioning.

I felt a chill run down my spine as I drew near the place my father had been killed, and when I moved to the edge of the tree line and looked out at the large shelf, I saw my prey waiting for me.

The sheriff had picked his spot well. Standing above me on the rise with his back to the afternoon sun, pistol in his hand as he scanned the tree line. As I moved out of the trees, he caught sight of me immediately, and a cold hard grin pulled at his lips.

“That was a clean ambush boy,” he called down to me, “but you’re a fool if you think this is the last of it. That gold is gonna drag men down on you like flies on shit.”

“You got a lot of men killed,” I said, fingering my rifle as I squinted up at him, “and for what? A bit of gold?”

“Men have done worse for less,” he said, and I heard an odd tone in his voice. “Those women fought for you… fought well too…” He looked me up and down, and I saw him swallow hard and shake his head slightly. “God damn boy, you have no idea, do you?”

“About what?” I asked suspiciously. I worried there was a trap, and I was trying to keep one eye on the tree line behind me, just in case he had another man out there.

“Have you even seen the mine lately? Your Pa found a finger thick vein, but two feet into the stone, it widened into near three paces across. There’s enough gold in these lands to buy the island of Manhattan two times over…” He sneered when he saw that I didn’t believe him. “Go look for yourself. Hell, you don’t even give a good god damn about the gold, do you?”

“No,” I said in all honesty. “I cared about my pa, and you took him from me.”

“The man wouldn’t share boy, he was greedy,” the man said with another shake of his head. “Blabbed about his plans to run away back east to that whore Sylvia once when he was in town and deep in the drink. He didn’t care about you boy, he was gonna leave you!”

“That’s a lie!” I said, my anger bubbling up, and I fought to control it.

“Go ask that whore and her sister; he promised them both bags of gold if they let him fuck them together.” The man was drawing me in with his words I realized almost too late. “You should have heard her complain—”

In mid-sentence, the man shifted ever so slightly, and if I wasn’t paying attention, I wouldn’t have noticed that the barrel of his rifle was now pointing straight at my chest. I dove to the side just as he fired, his face twisting in anger as the bullet whizzed past my shoulder and into the woods behind me. I hit the ground hard, my ribs screaming in protest as I landed on my wound.

Ignoring the pain, I lifted my rifle and fired just at the sheriff was shifting his aim to me. He spun as my round hit his shoulder, then I was levering in a second bullet, my ribs screaming in protest as I actioned the rifle. The second round took him square in the side and through his heart, dropping him to the bare rock, dead.

Grunting in pain, I rolled slowly to my stomach and leveraged myself upright. I approached the sheriff warily but relaxed when I saw his sightless eyes staring up at the late afternoon sky. His words about my pa rang through my head, and as much as I tried to ignore them, they sank niggling worries and doubts into me.
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Iwas standing there, trying to figure out what to do with the man’s corpse when Esther found me. She’d been able to follow our trail with the signs I’d left behind me as I went. She ran up to me and froze when she saw the dead sheriff.

“You’re bleeding!” she cried when she noticed the blood sheeting my side. Running up she pulled my shirt aside and looked at the wound. “We need to get this cleaned out and maybe put a few stitches into it. Come on, John, it’s over… they’ve all been taken care of.”

She pulled me away from the corpse, and I found it hard to look away from it as we walked back to the woods. I leaned on her slightly as we hiked back to the house, the scenes of violence and the man’s cruel words about my father playing through my mind.

I finally put the dark thoughts out of my mind as we approached the house. When we stepped out of the trees and saw the warm glowing lights emanating from the windows, I felt a surge of joy and a feeling of welcome. Then I was smiling as Grace and Delilah came running out, holding up their skirts, giant grins on their faces.

Delilah was younger and more fit, but Grace raced out ahead of her daughter. The look of joy on her face as she saw us alive brought a similar one to mine. Then I grunted in pain as she pulled me into a fierce hug.

“You’re bleeding!” she said, and I laughed as her words echoed Esther from just earlier.

“You’re both safe,” I said as I took in the sight of her and Delilah. “Thank god for that.”

“Come, let's get you patched up,” Grace said, gazing up at me as she led me down to the house.

Delilah peppered me with questions about what had happened in the woods. Apparently, they had stood in the house all day, taking my orders to heart, fearful and fretting as they waited for us to return.

All the while, Grace drew my shirt off and inspected the wound. She ordered Delilah to get some water heated so she could clean it out, and had Esther post near the door to stand watch, just in case.

Her fingers were gentle as they probed the wound, and I couldn't help but smell the herbal scent of her hair and feel the warmth of her body close to mine as she worked. I started in surprise when she began to undo my belt and pull my pants down.

“They’re covered in blood,” she said when she noticed my stare. “We need to get you cleaned up… oh my.” She breathed out the last words as my cock came into sight, her eyes wide as they stared at its slowly thickening length. She touched the tip of her tongue to her thick lips and looked up at me, a small smile playing at her lips until she saw the blood leaking down my side still, and she grimaced.

“First things first, let's get your side seen to,” she said, suddenly businesslike once more as she used my ruined shirt to put pressure on the wound. When I flinched from the pain, she laughed softly. “What you did today will become legend out here in the west,” she said softly for only me to hear. “You protected us all… I was so scared when you went running off in the woods… and when I heard the gunshot a little later, I feared the worst… But Delilah never lost faith. She was certain you would win out and come back to us. You acted more bravely than any man has a right to be.”

“I was terrified,” I admitted, the memories haunting me. “The whole time I stalked them through the woods I expected an ambush around every turn and bush. It was foolish to go after them alone.”

“You made it back safe,” she said, her hand resting on my thigh as she held the rag to my side, “and got justice for your father's murder. That’s all that matters right now.”

“Was it justice?” I asked softly, turning to look in her big blue eyes. “Or vengeance?”

“Did you have hate in your heart when you killed those men?” she asked, her eyes soft as her voice as she peered up at me.

“Some,” I admitted.

“You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t,” she said. “But from what I know of you, it wasn’t hate that motivated you to do what you did. I believe you were motivated to protect us, Esther, Delilah, and me.”

I was quiet and thoughtful as Delilah brought in a pot of warm water and two clean rags. I stood there, my ribs aching, and the wound on my side stinging as they cleaned the blood off me. I tried to take a rag from one of them, saying I could clean myself, but they would have none of it.

“This is the least we can do,” Grace said, looking up at me beside her daughter with a dark, seductive smile. “You have built and welcomed us into this fine home. You’ve been selfless in your actions and put your life on the line to protect three women who you didn’t know three days ago.”

I was staring down at the two of them and couldn’t ignore the sexual tension that was growing between us. My bare cock stood out hard from my body, and I caught Delilah and Grace glancing at it as they wiped me clean of dried blood. As I was staring at her, Grace set down the rag in the bowl and rested her hand on my thigh, her grin shy as she bit her bottom lip. Delilah smiled and leaned over to her mom and kissed her cheek then she stood and raised herself on tiptoes to brush my lips in a light kiss.

I watched her walk over to Esther, the tall, slender blonde folding the teen girl in a warm embrace. Delilah turned in her arms, and both watched Grace and me in the middle of the room.
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“Tonight was supposed to be my night with you,” Grace said, “but if your injuries are too much…”

She glanced up watching my face as her small hand raised up and she sighed deeply as her cool fingers slid around the hot hard shaft of my cock. I glanced at Esther and Delilah, who held one another and watched us with avid interest.

“If you aren’t comfortable with the relationship we want,” Grace said softly, “it’s ok. Just tell me, and we will stop.”

“No!” I said sharper than I intended. “No, it’s not that,” I went on more quietly. “It just seems too good to be true. And I fear what my own desires say about me.”

“They say you’re a man,” Grace breathed, her other hand wrapping around my cock, causing me to suck in a breath in pleasure. “We ask only one thing of you, that you go to no other woman’s bed, without our approval. No whores, no mistresses. I would share you with my daughter and best friend happily, but I could never share you with a harlot who takes ten men a day to her bed.”

As she talked, she stroked my cock slowly, her nails digging into the soft flesh for one second when she first mentioned “whores,” and I sensed how touchy this was for her. Glancing over at Delilah and Esther, I saw fierce agreement from the two.

“That is a promise I would gladly make,” I said, gazing down at Grace, “but how would this work…”

“You let us figure that out,” Grace said with a broad smile as she licked her lips. “Now, I’ve been dreaming of this big, beautiful young cock for days. Let me taste you, John, let me please you…”

I watched in awe as Grace’s long tongue slid out from between her plump red lips and over the crown of my dick. I moaned out and looked up to see Esther kissing on Delilah’s neck and massaging the girl’s big firm tits outside her dress. The sight of the women embracing sent a shock of pleasure through me, then I felt another as Grace took me into her hot wet mouth.

The tension melted from me, and all the stress of the long crazy day went with it. My entire focus came down to the incredible sight of Grace as she lavished attention and love on my rock-hard cock. Her lips were thick and soft, and her tongue danced across the tender flesh. I would have watched the woman worship me for hours, except that I burned to feel her in my arms and kiss those thick lips of hers.

Reaching down stiffly because of my injury, I pulled the woman up to her feet. She stood with a smile and careful of my side pressed herself against me. My heart was racing and skin tingling all over as our lips met in a deep kiss. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, and soon we were locked in a passionate embrace, my hands exploring her soft curves and fondling her massive breasts.

Grace could take no more and pressed me back and down near the hearth. She pulled back out of my arms and knelt, untying her dress, and pushing it down off her shoulders. My breath caught as her body was revealed in the dim firelight. Her breasts were massive and perfect, their weight causing them to sag ever so slightly, and capped in big puffy pink nipples that were inverted. Her waist was slender and stomach smoothly flat, and her pale hips flared out wide. I caught a glimpse of the dark patch of hair between her legs, and then she was nude and pressing herself down atop me.

I couldn’t move much with my wounded side and ribs, and she was careful of them, but I ignored the pain as best I could as I reached my hand down and cupped her large firm ass cheek and then pulled her against me. Her kisses were filled with lust and desperate need as her frantic little hands touched and teased my body, drawing my cock and pressing the fat tip between her wet lips.

With her massive breasts hanging down in my face, soft nipple brushing my lips, I sighed out in pleasure as her hot wet folds embraced me. Grace moaned out in pleasure as my cock filled her, her tight pussy fluttering as a small orgasm stole through her. Another whimper of pleasure drew my gaze over her shoulder, and I saw Delilah with her dress pulled up above her waist. Esther had one hand working between the girl’s legs, getting her off as they watched Grace, and I make love.

“Oh, John!” Grace moaned as she sat up, careful of my ribs, and rocked her hips up and down. Her massive tits were pressed together, giving me a glorious view of them as they bounced and jiggled.

“Oh, baby… I’m… God, I’m cumming!” Grace cried out, and I felt her tightness clamp down on my cock, and I could hold back my own pleasure no longer as I flooded her depths with cum. She cried out even louder when she felt my seed splash in her womb, and then she fell forward onto her hands, panting and trembling.

She climbed off me slowly, and all I wanted to do was grab her sexy body and have my way with her, but my broken ribs and aching wound kept me on my back. Grace smiled down at me warmly and looked over at her daughter and friend as they touched and teased one another. Then she bent down and took my cum covered cock back into her mouth.

She knelt at my side, humming happily to herself as she licked and kissed my cock clean, sucking it hard once again and staring up at me with her big, beautiful eyes as she coaxed a load of cum out of my cock and into her mouth. I finally fell asleep there on the pile of soft blankets sometime later, Grace still sucking happily on my cock and balls. The woman was lost in her work, her eyes closed in bliss, and her fingers buried between her legs the entire time, making wet sounds as she frigged her hard clit and fingered herself.

I awoke sometime later to the feeling of pure ecstasy as it washed through me. My hard dick spitting the last of its cum into the hungrily sucking mouth of Grace. She finally released me from her mouth and, with a dreamy smile, lay beside me on my good side. With one arm, I pulled the perfect woman close and cupped her soft tush tight. I drifted back to sleep, feeling like a king.

There was still a lot of work to do, and I feared what my father might have told the whores in town or even if I should believe the sheriff’s words. There was also the big question of what my life with these three incredible women would be like in the coming months and years.

As Grace snuggled in closer and her breathing slowed, I realized once more how blessed I was. I fell asleep with glittering golden dreams of making love to two or even three of the women together, dancing through my head, content and at peace for the time being.
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Two days had passed since the terrible incident with the sheriff and the Dade Brothers gang. I was still moving slow, but I’d spent both ranging throughout our valley, burying corpses, and ensuring no more outlaws were hiding out on my property.

I saw to the sheriff last, finding his picked over corpse still lying on the rock outcropping where I’d left it. I buried the man in an unmarked rocky grave, far more than he would have given me and as much as I was willing to do for him. He had planned the death of my father, my death, and had promised to do terrible things to Grace, Esther, and Delilah.

My injuries still plagued me, but I found that the more I moved around, the less they hurt. The itching was mighty annoying, though, and I found myself picking at the stitches several times.

Trekking the two miles up the ridgeline, I got to the lookout point my pa had first taken me to when he staked out the land. Seeing the whole valley spread down below was a sight to behold. The tall pine trees stood along the ridgelines like massive green sentinels, watching the walls of our home. Ravines and gullies cut down the valley’s walls, hidden beneath dense trees and underbrush, and in its center a patchwork of small stands of trees and flowing grass fields. Down the center, a glistening blue ribbon of water wound its way down to the foothills below, soon to become a great river.

I lived at the root of these high mountains and felt just as strongly tuned to this place as I had when we’d first come here. Far below, I could just make out the small trail of smoke winding its way up from the house I’d build with my pa. Inside those four walls were my entire heart and soul. An abundance of love that felt foreign and still far too new.

As I rewound my way down to the house, I made a short detour past the gold deposit my father had found. It was tucked up on the mountainside just beside a small stand of trees, a large vein of quartz just beneath a rock shelf that was covered with brush and dirt. I scooped all of that out now and saw the wrist-thick vein of gold mixed in with the quartz.

We would need to start getting this stuff out of the ground, and quick. The longer we waited, the more difficult and dangerous it would become. If I wanted to get the work done safely and adequately, then I would need another person. No matter how I worked through the problem, two sets of hands always made it twice as easy and quick.

I covered the gold vein up and hiked down to the house. Hurrying through the afternoon chill, I was eager to get home and make sure the women were still safe. I smelled the wood smoke before I saw the place, and the knots in my shoulders began to relax. The women had gathered the outlaw's horses I saw, putting them all into a small field with rope strung up around, making it into a paddock.

Stepping out of the woods, I saw Delilah walking through the rows of crops with a hoe, and Grace sat on the porch knitting. Grace saw me first, sitting in the perfect position to spy when I stepped out of the tree line.

The busty dark-haired woman dropped her knitting, leaped to her feet, and hiking up her skirts began running straight to me, a giant grin on her face.

“He’s back!” she cried, her excitement and joy a complete break from her typical composed self.

Delilah dropped the hoe and raced up to me as well. I met both women more than halfway and wrapped my arms around them both as they flew at me. The feel of their soft and slender bodies pressed to me, had my blood boiling in no time.

Grace pulled my face down and pressed her lips to mine, her hips pressing hard into me as desire won out over decorum, a moan escaping her throat. Then small hands turned my face, and Delilah was kissing me, her little pink tongue darting into my mouth, warring with mine.

Suddenly both women seemed to come to themselves and broke off the embrace. They stepped back with near-identical blushes, glancing at one another, then to me. Grace was pointedly ignoring the large tent in my pants, but Delilah stared at it in open regard.

“Come,” Grace said, taking my left hand in hers and drawing me down to the house. “You look like you could use a hot meal. Let’s get some food in you, and then you can tell us all about what you’ve been up to the past two days.”

“Where’s Esther?” I asked.

As we walked, Delilah pulled my right arm close to her, pressing her large, firm young breasts around my arm as she wrapped both her hands around mine. The herbal and floral scent from the two women relaxed the last few knots in my shoulders, and I realized that I felt at home when I smelled that scent.

“She’s checking the traps,” Grace said as we stepped into the house. “Delilah, dear, go put that hoe away, that’s enough work for the day.”

“But, Momma,” the eighteen-year-old complained, “I want to hear John’s story, too.”

“Get your work done, girl,” Grace said with a small smile. “He won’t begin until you return.”

“Better not!” she said with a grin, before she turned and raced out to the field to clean up after the day’s work.

“There isn’t much to tell,” I began, before Grace cut me off as she threw her arms over my shoulders and pressed me back into the wall.

Her eyes were bright with desire and joy as her lips crushed mine, and her massive breasts pressed into me. I felt her hip grind against my crotch, and my hard cock pressed into her stomach. My teenage hormones swept through me, and I lost all track of where I was. I had only one care in the world, and that was holding this gorgeous woman as tightly as I could, my hands groping and squeezing her breasts and ass, sliding up and down her back.

Grace had other ideas. Her small hands fumbled at my belt, and then fished out my hard cock. She spun in my arms, her face fixed in need as she hiked her skirts right there against the living room wall and ripped down her lacy white undergarments.

“Quickly,” she moaned quietly. “Oh John, please, before Delilah returns, I need you so bad… oh god, yes!”

Her hiss of pleasure that escaped her lips as my manhood pierced her, filled me with silly pride. Her lower lips parted, and I sank into her hot wet depth. The sensation was still so new and shocking, the pleasure unbelievable as my hips began to thrust back and forth.

Grace pushed back against me with hard little thrusts. We said nothing, our breath hot and close, panting in need. The wet sound of our sexes joined filled the living room. Grace’s breath grew ragged and quick, and I slid one hand up from the grip on her hip to cup one massive heavy breast, feeling my fingers sink into the soft flesh through the thin material of her dress.

Her head turned back, and her lips seeking mine, our eyes locked on one another as I felt her shudder and climax against me. My cock throbbed, and with a final two pumps, my orgasm hit, and I flooded her depths with my seed.

We stood there for a long minute, still holding one another, softly kissing and catching our breath. Until with a regretful sigh, she pulled away from me. Her eyes were soft, and she looked sated as she winked at me, placing a finger over her lips and warning me to silence. Then she slipped into the kitchen as I tucked myself away, letting out a deep breath and chuckling.
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Iwas just setting a log on the fire when Delilah came in, a small basket of eggs in hand. She flashed me a bright smile but two steps into the house, her steps faltered, and she sniffed. Her grin turned lascivious when she looked back at me, and I knew my face must be shining bright red as I blushed.

The girl said nothing as she prepared the meal, her mother telling me all about what they’d been up to the past couple of days. As they were telling me about the gopher they’d driven out of the crops, Esther stepped into the house holding a brace of rabbits. She flashed me a triumphant grin as she held them out.

“Told you I could handle the traps while you were gone.” She left the skins outside to be staked out and scraped clean and passed the meat to Grace who began chopping it up for a stew she had simmering in the hearth. “Piece of cake.”

I showed Esther how to rig the traps before I’d left, and how to quarter and clean the small game they sometimes caught. The woman was a quick study with anything using her hands. Having been shown something once, she could easily replicate it.

As Delilah stirred the stew and heated a loaf of bread, I told them of my past couple days. It had been grim work burying ten bodies in hard soil, but I was happy to have it done. They informed me that none came looking for the sheriff or the men. They had been squaring the farm away, caring for the crops and animals, and sewing new linens for the house.

The stew was finally ready, and I dug in with a hearty appetite. Two days of hardtack and dried meats had been hard when I knew Delilah’s cooking was waiting for me here at home. The stew was spicy and thickened with rue, and hunks of potato, carrot, and onions mixed in with the beans and rabbit. I left the spoon and used the thick brown bread to scoop big helpings of the thick stew into my mouth.

“What’s next?” Esther asked once she’d set her bowl and spoon down.

“I need to head into town,” I said with a sigh. “Folk deserve to know what happened out here, some of it at least.”

“Not tomorrow,” Grace said with a firmness I’d come to expect from her, “or the next day, please. So much has happened in the short time since we arrived, it would be good for us, all of us, to have a couple of days together. Work on the farm and plan for our future.”

“I agree,” I said with a nod, leaning back in my chair and staring into the fire, feeling stuffed and sleepy all of a sudden. “There are a few things I need to take care of around here, and I need to spend a few hours up at the gold vein and start planning out how I’m going to get it out of the ground.”

“How we’re going to,” Esther said with a smile. “You’re going to need an extra set of hands, and I’m useless around here.”

“My only concern is if trouble comes, there will only be Grace and Delilah here,” I said, not wanting to state the obvious, that the gorgeous mother and daughter were competent, but not that dangerous.

“Then train me,” Delilah said, her eyes flashing in excitement. “I couldn’t fight a man off, but I can shoot. Esther, if you trained me, I know I could become a better shot.”

“I could show you how to fight a man off as well,” Esther said with a nod. “We can’t punch or kick like John or other big strong men, but I met a Chinaman who showed me several little tricks that can have a man flying through the air like you wouldn’t believe. Grace, what do you think?”

“I think it’s a fine idea,” she said with a small smile,. “But I insist on learning to shoot better as well. The other day taught me that a woman could be just as deadly as any man with a good rifle in her hand.”

“That’s settled then,” I said. “We’ll begin tomorrow, and after that, Esther can come up to the mine with me, and we’ll figure out what needs to get done.”

Grace and Delilah began cleaning up after supper as I banked the fire and slipped out to take care of the last few chores. I came back in to find Grace and Delilah heading back to the bedroom, both casting near-identical wistful looks at me and the pallet near the fire that Esther was slipping into.

The graceful slender blonde was unabashedly naked as she rested on one elbow. Her smile was warm and inviting as she patted the blanket beside her.

“Good night, you two,” Delilah said with a teasing grin. “Don’t be too loud now, I’d like to get some sleep tonight!”

“You’ll get your turn tomorrow, girl,” Esther said, flashing her a wink. “Unless you care to join us?”

The girl took a half step forward, her mouth widening into an eager grin before her mom rested a hand on her shoulder.

“Come on, Delilah, it’s time for bed,” Grace said, her words brooking no protest.

Delilah’s face fell in sadness as the girl let her mom steer her back down the hall. As they passed out of sight, I turned back to find Esther throwing the blanket back, revealing her gorgeous slender body to me in the flickering firelight.

“That woman is so rigid,” she whispered as I slipped free of my shirt, dropping it onto a chair and kicking off my boots, “making us promise never to pleasure the man we love when it’s ‘not our day’ hmph!”

She must have seen my hitch of surprise because, as I kicked off my pants, I found her staring at me with a questioning grin.

“Don’t tell me,” she said, her eyes widening as she ran her hand down my cock and felt the remains of Grace and I’s lovemaking. “That wicked slut!”

She was grinning as she pulled me atop her and pressed the thick head of my manhood into the soft wet folds of her sex.

“I’m going to make her pay for that!” She laughed softly into my neck, nipping the tender flesh with soft kisses as I slowly worked my cock into her, sighing in pleasure.

“It was… mhmm… didn’t mean to…” I said, unable to concentrate on the words as the woman’s hands ran all over my skin, teasing and touching me.

“God, I missed you,” she whispered in my ear as I held her close.

In moments I was lost to the rhythm we created, our bodies moving together by instinct as old as man. The sounds of our moans and wet sexes interlocking filled the living room, and minutes later, we both climaxed together, Esther locking her ankles around my waist, ensuring my cum was deposited deep within her womb.

“Mhmm, good to get the first one out of the way,” she said softly as she rolled me onto my back.

I grinned up at the tireless woman as she whipped her long straight blonde hair over her shoulders and kissed her way down my chest and stomach. Her fingers were playing along the hard muscles as she pressed her wet pussy to my shin, rubbing herself. With a wicked grin, she took my cock at the base and planted wet kisses with her firm lips up and down, her pink tongue sliding up and down the shaft, tasting our combined juices.

She worshipped me for long minutes with her mouth, and then I pulled her around, and she moaned out in pleasure as I pushed her face down into the blankets and knelt behind her. Holding onto her hips with strong hands, I drove into her in one hard thrust, bottoming out. She cried out in pleasure, her screaming filling the house and causing us both to grin in sinful pleasure. I held her down and pounded her hard, both of us clutching one another with strong fingers, sweat rolling down our brows, breath heavy and hot.

“I’m… god, I’m cumming again!” She moaned into my mouth as she twisted in my grip, her hungry lips finding mine just as her orgasm hit.

I ran a hand up her taut stomach and slipped my fingers around her neck, holding her in place as I hammered her, feeling my cock swell with another orgasm. Then I was flooding her womb once more as we both shuddered in release.

We collapsed onto the blankets, spent and stated. Holding one another, we lay in silence, content simply to touch and be touched, our fingers gracing one another’s skin as the fire’s embers burned down and drew us into sleep.
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Iwoke early the next morning as was my habit and slipped out from under the covers, causing Esther to grumble a little as the cold air hit her naked skin and curl up beneath the warm blankets. I pulled on my clothes and stepped outside, breathing in deep of the cold air.

The stars still shone, and the eastern horizon had a faint golden glow as the sun began its ascent. As I made my way around the farm, I found that the women had taken good care of the animals. Once the minor everyday chores of feeding, slopping, and everything else was taken care of, I began hauling up buckets of water from the well.

I refilled all the animals’ water barrels and then filled several large pots and hauled them in, setting them near the fire. The women were getting up, moving about their tasks in the house in comfortable silence. Grace came up and gave me a warm hug and a lingering kiss good morning, while Delilah turned her kiss into an extended make-out session.

I practically had to peel the girl’s eager little hands from myself as her mother set the table and grilled up sausages and eggs. This was all still so new to me, and I found myself getting awkward that morning as I sorted through our strange new dynamic.

The women all seemed wholly comfortable with how things were, which made me a touch jumpier if I’m honest. It just all seemed too good to be true. As we ate breakfast, we talked about our plans for the day, both Grace and Delilah eager to start learning how to shoot correctly.

As Grace and Delilah cleaned up from breakfast, Esther and I got the rifles all loaded and ready, setting up targets at various distances.

Finally, we were all set, and then we settled down to some target practice. We were running low on ammunition, even after raiding the men who had come to attack us. But there was enough for both to get a hundred shots in, with plenty to spare.

“It’s best to learn,” Esther was saying as she lay prone on the ground, the rifle out before her, “by breaking down the process into four stages. If you fail at any one of them, you’re going to have less chance of hitting your target.

“The first part is a stable firing position.” Esther indicated how her body was supported and then she propped up her rifle with both hands, elbows on the ground and butt against her shoulder. “Now laying is best, as there is the least amount of risk of the rifle shifting off course as you fire. You can shoot on your knees, with less accuracy.” She moved up to her knees, showing how to rest one knee down and her elbow on the other to give herself a stable position.

“One of the least accurate, and whichever idiot in the west seems to think is best, is standing and firing from the shoulder. If you want to waste ammunition, fire from your hip because you have as much chance of hitting your target as you would if you shut your eyes and fired.”

She had Grace and Delilah get into the positions with their rifles, not letting them shoot until they felt comfortable.

“The next most important part is aiming. You’re not going to hit what you don’t aim at. Just line up the sights and put that front sight over your target. The third part is something most don’t think about, just as the fourth, but this one may be the most important, and that's your breathing.”

“How does breathing affect firing a rifle?” Delilah asked with a crooked grin.

“I’ll show you, lay down,” Esther said, and she lay beside the girl and reached out and placed her finger right at the tip of the girl's rifle. As Delilah breathed, the tip rose and fell a few centimeters no matter how still she tried to keep it.

“You see your shoulder rise and fall, your chest expands, you can’t help but move the rifle, and if you take your shot at a different point in your breath each time, you’ll never be able to learn to judge right where your bullets are going to go. You need to start to train yourself only to pull the trigger when you’ve released all your breath. And when you fire, pull straight back on the trigger, don’t squeeze it. That’s all of it. If you can manage those four things, you’ll be an expert marksman in no time.”

“Sounds easy,” Delilah said excitedly as she got down with her rifle sighting on a distant target.

“It a lot harder than it sounds,” I said, “to do all of those things every time. Remember, when you really need to use the rifle, you won’t be lying down in a safe field.”

“John’s right,” Esther said. “That’s why you practice, so you don’t have to think about it. Your body just reacts on instinct.”

“Ok,” Delilah said. “I think I get it. Can we start shooting yet?”

“Go ahead.” Esther grinned. “But take your time with each shot, especially in the beginning. We aren’t here to have fun. Well, not just that.”

Grace had been silent the whole time, nodding along as her brilliant mind saw the wisdom in Esther’s technique and explanations. This was a whole other side to her friend that had always been there but had been hidden from her.

Grace lay down and took her time, settling her position and breathing slowly, trying to time her first shot properly. Meanwhile, Delilah had gotten off two shots, neither of which had gotten near their target twenty paces off.

The air rang out with the whipcrack sound of Graces rifle going off, and to my surprise, wood chips flew from the same target Delilah had been shooting at. We all stared in shock, none more so than Grace.

“Looks like we have another marksman,” I said with a grin.

“How’d you do that?” Delilah asked, frowning down at her gun.

“I just did what Esther said, honey,” Grace said, trying but not succeeding at hiding how pleased she was with the results. “Take your time, and it will come.”

“Let’s see if you can do it again before you go giving advice, Grace,” Esther said with a laugh. “This time, try to hit the log a hundred paces out.”

Delilah took far longer with her next shot, muttering the steps to herself as she tried to relax and pull the trigger instead of squeezing it. Her shot kicked up dust just before the log, and she grinned in pleasure, chambering another round and settling into her next shot.

Meanwhile, Grace’s next bullet didn’t hit the hundred-meter target, but it got close enough to impress Esther. The rest of the morning, both mother and daughter improved by leaps and bounds. Esther and I each got off fifty rounds, and it felt good to shoot for sport and practice again.
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As the sun began to climb, Esther and I headed up into the hills behind the house. It was a short hike to the mine, but we took care to make sure the surrounding property was still free of trespassers. Esther went north, and I went south, circling the mine.

We met up in the gully, and I began hauling free the dirt and debris I’d hidden the vein with.

“Jesus, fucking Christ,” Esther breathed, stunning me with her swear words as she stared at the wide glittering vein. “How far into the mountain does it go?”

“No way to know for sure,” I said, “but my pa dug a few shafts down farther up the slope, and the quartz extends for at least a hundred feet, and this vein seems to run right down the center of it.”

“If it’s like this all the way back,” she said, her mind working through the figures, “then there are thousands of bars worth of gold here.”

“Like I said,” I indicated, shrugging, “there’s no way to know for sure, but even with what I can see, the quartz looks like it will weigh as much as our pig. We’re going to have to figure out how to carry it all down from here.”

“The slope is relatively straight down to the house.” She stood and gazed back the way we’d come. “If we clear a few trees, we could make a nice path. It wouldn’t be hidden anymore, but that won’t last for too long after we start excavating anyway.”

“We need to get the gold out fast,” I said, my slow brain working through all the problems. “The biggest problem we have is word getting out and a rush of people swarming these hills. I’ve heard stories of how rough mining towns are. I wouldn’t want to see that happen to our little town.”

“Me either,” Esther said. “Are you certain your father told no one?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head, feeling a sickness churn in my gut as the sheriff’s words rang through my memory. “I’m not certain about much of anything anymore.”

“Good,” Esther said with a hard grin, “and welcome to adulthood. Things don’t get any easier either. But there are perks.”

Her grin went from hard to soft, and I saw desire dancing in her eyes.

“What about Grace’s rules?” I asked, feeling my manhood thicken at the idea of taking the sexy woman out here in the open.

“Rules are meant to be broken.” She slipped her arms around my back and pressed her slender form to mine. “Besides, you flash any woman that much gold and she’s bound to get wet and… needy.”

“Just so long as it’s not greedy,” I said with a laugh that cut off as I felt her hand slip into my pants and grasp me with firm, almost painful fingers.

“Oh, I’m greedy,” she said, her hot words tickling my ear. My hand gripped her firm backside, and my cock throbbed all the harder as the perfect cheek gave beneath my fingers. “But I don’t care about money… I’m greedy for you, my gorgeous mountain man.”

We made love there on the mountainside, beneath the baking sun and the thin shade of scraggly pine trees. Our knees were in the dirt and rock, clothing pushed aside as our need to be joined won out over our need to disrobe fully. Her pants were pushed down to mid-thigh, and she was bent over, kneeling in the rocks as I drove into her from behind, pulling her slender hips back into me again and again.

Despite one more feverish session of quick and dirty sex, we managed to get quite a bit of work done throughout the morning and afternoon, digging out a large area of dirt and building a staging area for tools and excavations. Esther and I worked well together, finding that our ideas got much better when we bounced them off one another, working out the issues and improving upon them.

A few hours after noon, we called it a day and hiked back down the mountain, splitting up to scout the area. I was teaching Esther how to track and read animal signs. Like everything else in nature, the woman drank in the knowledge.

We’d decided early on that we needed more tools, and I’d been making a mental list all day. Once back at the house, Esther broke off and headed out to check the traps while I went down to work on the barn’s foundation in the last few hours of sunlight.

Checking on the bathwater that had been heating all day slowly, I saw it was nearly ready, so I took my knife to a bar of soap and dropped razor-thin shavings of soap into the pots, watching them slowly dissolve into the hot waters.

There was a large flat patch of dirt that I’d been planning to place the barn on, just behind the garden. I found Delilah working in the soil, plucking carrots from the ground. Her dirty blonde hair was in artful disarray, and her face was flushed from exertion and the sun. The girl looked lovely as she knelt there in the fertile black soil.

As I moved around with a ball of string, pacing out and squaring the foundation, she sent me flirty little looks from beneath her long eyelashes. A few minutes later, she stood and made her way over to me, her skirts swishing with each step, firm young breasts pressing against the top of her dress.

“What are you doing?” she asked curiously, brushing up alongside me as I stood and surveyed the string I’d staked down.

“Making sure the barn is square,” I said, measuring off a length of string. “I wouldn’t want to start putting the walls up and find the whole thing is crooked.”

“Will there be stalls for horses?” she asked with a grin. “I love horses.”

“I plan on getting a plow horse for the farm come next spring,” I said, nodding. “I’d like to have the barn up before then.”

“You can build a whole barn that fast?” she asked. Her grin said she thought I was boasting.

“Aye,” I said, nodding. “The house went up in two months, and that was a lot more complicated than the barn will be, even with the loft I plan to include. The woods already cut and planed, that’s the hard part, that and raising the beam. But I have a plan to get the beam up and in place easily.”

“What’s the plan?” she asked eagerly, holding the other end of the string as I measured off the three paces to check if this corner was square.

“I have two sets of pulleys Pa brought out from the east, from his old sea days. That’s how they move heavy cargo onto ships. I am going to build a boom and use it to lift the main beam and hold it in place. I was going to use it when I built the house, but it wasn’t necessary.”

“Sounds complicated,” she said with a frown. “Are you almost done here?”

“Hopefully it works. Yeah, I’m pretty much done. Why?”

“There’s something I wanted to show you in the garden,” she said, taking my hand and pulled me along with her. “Momma brought in pots all the way from Philadelphia, and when they’re grown, they’re going to be delicious.”

She pointed out two small little seedlings with tiny green balls on them.

“Tomatoes?” I asked, feeling a grin tug at my lips.

“Yeah, can’t you just taste them already?”

“But won’t they freeze over winter?”

“We can get two or three more harvests out of them before it gets too cold,” Delilah said, kneeling and pressing in the soil around the delicate seedlings carefully, “and we can save clippings and repot them once the soil warms. Momma always said I had a green thumb, but honestly, they always end up brown.”

She grinned as she held up her dirty hands, and I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at my lips. She was such an open and free soul that I was drawn into each conversation with her, losing all sense of time and place.

As she looked up at me with her bright, happy eyes, I couldn’t help it and leaned down to plant a warm kiss on her thick, soft lips. She breathed in a sharp surprised intake of breath and then melted against me, her hands on my shoulders as she pulled herself up to press her big firm breasts against my hand.

“Mhmm.” Our kiss lasted long minutes, and I had drawn her to her feet by the end of it, one hand still massaging the perfect orb of her young tit and the other slipping from her hip to her tight little ass. Her young limber body felt like heaven beneath my searching hands. I grew aware that we were stumbling to the side as she guided us to the porch.

My ass struck wood, and she kicked her skirts up as she slipped her thighs to either side of my waist. Her fingers were trembling as she pulled my hard cock out of my pants, her lips eager and desperate as our kisses grew soft and fragile.

My hands were on her lower back, holding her up with strong arms as she pressed herself down onto my hardness. Easing it into her as she gave small little gyrations of her hips, our foreheads touched, and our lips parted, exchanging breaths as the pleasure and emotion swept through us.

The girl rode me slowly. Her incredibly tight young pussy was a warm sleeve of heaven as it enveloped my dick. I longed to see her sexy body, but I could think of nothing better than being right where I was at that moment. We came together in sweaty shudders of bliss, the walls of her hot sex convulsing in her third orgasm on my dick as I exploded within her.
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We sat there, grinning and sweating, gazing into one another’s eyes when the door opened behind us, and we both turned, blushing to see Grace standing there looking down at us. The gorgeous dark-haired woman looked flushed, and her stern expression was spoiled by a small smile that kept peeking out of the corner of her mouth.

“If you kids are done, that water you set near the hearth is about to boil over, John. If you could see to it, that would be great.” She turned and let the door close behind her, her face a mask.

Delilah and I burst into a fit of laughter, falling into each other’s arms and finally pulling away from one another with difficulty.

The sun was falling in the sky; I dragged the wooden tub around and filled it with a few buckets of cold water then the boiling water. When the women all saw what I had been planning, they one and all gave great sighs of pleasure, and all three began getting prepared for their baths. Each woman seemed to have a different ritual that involved soaps, French creams, combs, and brushes. All of it was a mystery to me, but I refused to leave the porch, not that they asked me to, and took in the whole spectacle with a stupid grin on my face.

I started to plan a trip for the four of us to a special little place I knew of in the winter, a pool of hot springs that would fill with snow and give a perfect hot springs bath for several months a year. It was just a half-mile up the mountain. I could barely contain my grin of excitement as fantasies of the three beautiful women, chest-deep in hot soapy water together, filled my mind.

Eventually, I roused myself out of my stupor and headed in to carve up a brace of rabbit that Esther had brought in from the traps. I set them to grilling over the wood fire and heated the leftover stew from the night before.

By the time the women were done, they all had glassy eyes and dreamy little smiles on their faces. They found food ready and waiting for them, each bundled up in warm, soft clothing as the cold of evening set in.

As the women ate, I went out to bathe in the gathering gloom. I dropped my clothing on the porch and tested the waters with my foot, finding them still warm and full of soap. I slipped in and sank down, sloshing water over the side. A noise behind me made me turn and start in surprise when I saw Grace, Esther, and Delilah all sitting on the porch, munching on grilled meat and sipping bowls of soup as they watched me bathe.

“Turn about's fair play pretty boy,” Esther said with a laugh.

“Yeah!” Delilah called. “More bending over and soap those muscles up!”

“Bwahaha!” Grace let out a bellowing laugh and fell into her daughter, all three of them laughing as one as I scrubbed myself. I wasn’t sure, but I felt slightly indignant as I turned my back to them and scoured myself with the soap.

When I finished my bath, my clothes had somehow disappeared, and I was forced to dry off with a small cloth while all three watched me with frank stares. The experience turned from embarrassing to erotic quickly as we stood on the small confines of the porch.

With the night sounds surrounding us, I felt my cock grow stiff as I stood in the nude before the three clothed women. I saw Esther and Delilah glance from my hardness to each other, their look holding a world of meaning, then both looked to Grace, who drew in ragged breaths, her hands clutching her loose garment in white-knuckled fists.

I sensed that I could push things. Draw all three of them into a world of sin and pleasure, but I also worried that this might be moving too quickly. It required a lot of willpower to force myself to step into the house and pull on my clothes. The women all stood out there on the porch for long seconds as I lay down beside the fire.

There was a tension in the air, and I wondered what looks were being shared outside. They never spoke though, and when all three came in, their expressions were neutral. Grace and Esther said their goodnights, both throwing me lingering stares before they slipped back to the bedroom and its heavy blankets.

A sly grin worked its way onto Delilah's mouth as she slipped beneath the covers with me, and I could tell she wanted me to probe her for answers. I refused, though, instead drawing the girl into my strong arms, and peeling away her garments, finally enjoying her nubile body in all its glory.

We said not a word as I lay the girl beneath me and kissed down her slender neck. Cupping both of her big firm breasts, I brought the nipples to my lips and sucked them into my mouth. At first softly, then with growing firmness, as she responded to the touch, kissing my way across her taut, smooth, soft stomach to her waiting folds.

The girl wasn’t shy about voicing her pleasure, nor was she obscene. She was simply open and free-spirited in a way I could never be, and I loved her for it. When it came time to return the favor, she was energetic if not experienced, and took the time to learn what pleased me.

Our lovemaking was energetic, almost athletic in comparison to Esther. Delilah wanted to try everything, and her soft, eager little hands were always finding my most sensitive part and stroking it to hardness.

I don’t know how long we played together, but I tried to keep the noise to a minimum. We passed out coated in sweat and rolled into a puddle of loose limbs in the blankets.

My dreams were of heavenly warm bodies caressing me with soft wet hands, and as my eyes opened, I realized the dream was reality. Feeling a sublime pleasure engulfing my cock, I looked down and was shocked to see not Delilah, as I’d assumed, but Grace, with my cock deep down her throat.

My movement alerted her, and she pulled up off my cock and pressed a finger to my lips. Her small hand stroked me as she moved up beside me, her daughter still passed out beside us, facing away.

“Stay quiet, or this ends,” she whispered. “It’s my day… I plan to enjoy it.”

I shivered as her thick, soft lips brushed my neck. Then she was back down beside me, drawing my cock into her mouth, eyes closed as she sucked hard, tongue teasing me. Her movements were slow and silent as my dick disappeared down her throat.

Slowly I lay my head back and breathed out softly, a shiver of wicked pleasure running up my spine as I felt Delilah shift against my side. Grace never stopped her gentle and incredible ministrations. I slipped a hand up her skirt and felt her hips shift, giving me access to her wetness. My fingertip grazed her hard little nub, and she shivered, her tonsils clamping down even harder on my cock.

I manipulated her gently as she ministered to me. The seconds slipped by, and I realized I might still be dreaming because this was a special kind of heaven.

My toes curled when the orgasm hit me, Grace sucking hard on the tip of my cock, drinking down every drop with a low moan. While her folds quivered around my finger as her orgasm raced through her body.

I lay there for long minutes catching my breath, amazed I hadn’t shouted when I came, and listening to Delilah’s slow even breathing. Grace slipped back into her room to finish getting ready for the day while I dressed and stamped my feet in my boots, greeting the day with a smile.

Outside the house, the world greeted me with a thin layer of frost coating the ground and sparkling on the tips of pine needles. My breath misted before my face as the first hint of winter crept in. I felt sore from the night before, realizing that so much sex worked out odd hip muscles I’d never really used before.

The morning chores flew by, and an hour after sunrise, I was saddling a horse to head into town.

“I’m coming as well,” Grace said, brushing down one of the outlaw’s horses and resting a saddle blanket on its back. “I’m expecting a telegram in town.”

I wanted to argue, but the woman can get a look in her pale blue eyes that brooks no argument. I simply nodded and threw my saddle into place. She seemed surprised by my lack of argument and pleased.
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As we mounted up, Esther was heading up into the hills to continue working on the mine, while Delilah marched up and down the rows of crops, hoe in hand. Strung behind my horse were three of the outlaw’s horses on leads; two I planned to sell or trade, and the third would be our pack animal.

Grace rode sidesaddle, something I’d heard of, but rarely seen. She had her own specialized saddle for it and everything. She rode well, as if she’d been on a horse since she was a girl. Her back straight and head held up proudly, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was some secret noblewoman or something. She looked like the picture of aristocracy.

We rode hard, letting the animals walk up the small slopes and riding them downhill most of the way to preserve them. It took half the time or less than it had with the cart, and we arrived in the morning before business had begun to pick up. The whores weren’t even hanging out their windows yet.

“I have to put in an order with the grocer,” I said, “and inform him of what happened with the sheriff. I’ll meet you back here after.”

“Don’t go getting yourself into any trouble while we’re here,” she said with a small, concerned smile, then her eyes sharpened to augers as she went on. “Just remember your promise to us.” Shooting a glance at the whorehouse, she strode off, back straight and hips swishing side to side, dragging my gaze like a lodestone.

The general store was empty when I stepped in, and the owner offered me a smile. I could see no sign of tension or anxiety in the man’s expression or stance. He seemed to know nothing about what the sheriff had been up to; that or he was a much better liar than I’d guessed.

“John, my lad, how are you?” He walked over and shook my hand as he looked up at me. “We had a service for your pa at church two days ago. Sheriff said he was going to invite you down, but I guess you had your own words at his grave. He was a complicated man your pa, but too young to go. It’s a tragic loss.”

I was just about to open my mouth and tell him all about the sheriff and the Dade Gang, but then I realized with sudden insight that I’d have to explain why the men had come after me. The only reason that would make sense to the man would be the gold, and I had no desire to out that secret just yet.

“Complicated?” I asked, instead. “How do you mean?”

“Ahh, well, I’ll not talk ill of a man, especially to his son.” The small man shook his head, a tight frown on his lips. “But your pa… he came into town a bit more than you realized… if you catch my drift.”

“I’m not sure I do,” I said and was about to press the man for more details, even though my stomach was queasy, unsure if I wanted to hear the answers.

The bell rang behind me, signaling someone entering the store, and we both glanced back. The woman who stood there had dark, mocha-colored skin and thick, shiny black hair. She was dressed in a red dress of cheap silk with a low-cut bodice and the skirts pinned up to her knees, revealing white petticoats beneath.

She was younger, probably in her mid-twenties, but it was hard to tell with her artfully painted on make-up, enhancing her beauty and making her appear more youthful. Her body was incredible, with a narrow waist, cinched in a corset, big soft breasts spilling out of her top, and a round firm behind that her dress hugged artfully.

“Mistress Lilliana,” the grocer said with respect in his voice that surprised me. “How may I serve you today?”

“My sister wishes to speak with him,” she said, pointing at me, “before he does anything else.”

“I have supplies and tools to buy,” I said, my eyes narrowing on the pretty woman who seemed to be twisting slightly under my stare in order to draw my gaze down her body, “and then I planned to get a drink. If she wants to meet me in the saloon, we can talk, but I have no plans on heading into that den of sin.”

“Hmpf,” Lilliana said, crossing her arms and looking me up and down. “Why are the beautiful ones always so righteous?” Then she shook her head. “No one in this town will sell you anything until you see Sylvia, you can count on that, young man.”

I looked at the grocer, who gave a small shrug of apology, and I saw the truth in the woman’s words. I had no idea the whorehouses Madame had this kind of power in town. Reaching down, I eased the six-shooter strapped to my hip in its holster making sure it would draw quickly if I should need it, then with a grim nod, I told the girl to lead the way.

“You won’t be needing that,” she said with a crooked, sultry smile. “My sister fights with… other weapons.”

I said nothing, just staring at the woman, and I was pleased to see her self-assurance grow fragile, and a small tremble appeared in her fingers. Finally, she broke eye contact and turned to lead the way.

She walked with quick little steps, her black slippers kicking her skirts and petticoats. As we walked down the dirt street towards the whorehouse, we passed the new telegraph office. I’d never been in the place, having no one to send messages to, but I saw Grace as we passed. She frowned when she saw who was leading me up the street, her gaze hard.

There was no name for the whorehouse; it was simply called The House, by townsfolk. It was a small but deep two-story building. Lilliana led me in and through the empty common room. A tired old whore was sitting at a table with a bottle of tequila, staring into an empty shot glass as if it held answers for her.

She glanced up when we entered, and I saw a glint of desire sparkle in the older woman’s eyes, and she called out to Lilliana.

“The handsome boy looking for doubles? Or triples?”

“No, Mary,” Lilliana said with a crooked smile. “This is Boone’s boy. Sylvia wants to see him.”

“I don’t see much of your father in you boy, except for your size.” She grinned and poured herself another shot of tequila. “You ever want an expert mouth on that hard, young cock of yours, you come find me.”

The woman flashed me a wink and I couldn’t help the blush that burned my cheeks, which only caused her to cackle all the louder. I wouldn’t say she was pretty, not with her crooked teeth, but she was attractive and had perhaps the most massive pair of breasts I’d ever seen.

Trying to ignore Mary’s frank stare as we climbed the stairs to the second level, I looked around the place. I was surprised to find the inside tastefully decorated, with several paintings on the walls and delicate French furnishings. Even the doors had intricate brass nobs.

Throughout the building were several men I assumed were security—large bald men with mean glowering faces. There was a strange childlike quality to their features that made me shiver in revulsion, though I didn’t know why. Each man had a large weapon at their hips that looked to have been used often. Their eyes all tracked my movements as we walked deeper and deeper into the building to places the sun's light never reached.
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Lilliana led me to a sizeable double-doored office with the largest security guard standing outside, a shotgun resting at his side. The man held up a hand and pointed at the gun on my hip.

“No one sees the lady with steel.” He pointed at the knife on my other hip. “Blade too.”

I looked at the man for one long moment, a slight smile tugging at my lips. The man was broader than me, almost bulky with corded muscles, but I was a touch taller and my shoulder just as wide. I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of needing a gun or a knife to commit violence, but I unhooked the belt and handed it over.

Lilliana pushed in the door, and I saw a luxurious office and apartment laid out. There was a large bed off to the right, with a vanity covered in make-up, powders, eyelash curlers, mirrors, and more. In the center of the room was a richly upholstered couch and matching chairs, along with a footstool that had an odd set of cuffs attached to its four corners. The other side of the room was dominated by a large desk and drawers full of files and papers. What a whorehouse required paperwork for, I had no idea. Behind the desk sat the house’s Madame, Sylvia.

Despite the guards, my lack of weapons, and being so far from the street, I’d felt utterly safe up until the moment Sylvia trapped me with her predatory gaze. Her darkly gorgeous eyes held all the secrets in the world and an incredibly seductive and almost reptilian otherworldliness. The resemblance with her sister was apparent, but where Lilliana was a touch softer featured and beautiful in a cute little sister way, Sylvia was that beauty perfect and matured.

Her face was either dominated or enhanced by her nose, her mouth full, lips thick and sumptuous. Her hair was raven-black, wavy, and hung down to her mid-back, so thick and sinuous it almost looked alive as she shifted in her seat, and its shine reflected the candlelight.

The woman motioned to a seat before her desk, flashing a Cheshire-cat like grin at me.

“Lilly, dear, please get the door.” Her voice had an ever so faint accent and was throaty and thick, sending an involuntary shiver down my spine and through my cock. A sound caused me to turn and look as Lilliana pulled a heavy curtain in front of the door.

When I turned a raised eyebrow back to Sylvia, she shrugged impishly, doing amazing things to her breasts.

“It blocks out the sound,” she said, her voice once more doing strange things to my brain and teenage libido. “Wouldn’t want anyone to overhear what we have to say to our handsome young visitor now would we?”

She raised an eyebrow at me and winked, sending another shiver down my spine. She didn’t help the situation when she stood and walked over to a sidebar.

Her body was the most incredible I’d ever seen, except for Grace’s, with massive, heavy breasts cupped and held to perfection by her silky black dress. Her waist was narrow, and there was an ever so faint swell to her belly, the curve only serving to enhance her bust. Her hips were wide, and her ass firm and perfect beneath the material that clung to it.

She was pouring three glasses of wine, and I observed her motions. Bringing one over to her sister and me, she bent low to hand it to me, further than necessary. Her darkly seductive smile flashed even brighter when she caught my eyes dipping down into the dark shadow between her massive cleavage. Then she was standing and handing a glass to her sister, who sat off to the side.

“You know why I asked you to come here today?” she asked as she stepped behind her desk and slowly sank into her seat, sipping her wine and savoring it with a pleased smile.

“Why don’t you tell me?” I set my glass on her desk, untouched. Sylvia glanced at the wine, and then back to me a small smile tugging her lips.

“If I wanted to kill you, boy, you’d have died before you got to town this morning. My scouts saw you and the woman miles off. I wouldn’t waste good wine with poison.” She nodded to the glass, and I took a sip, my eyes never leaving hers. It was a vibrant red, and I found I loved the taste immediately. She saw my surprised pleasure, and her grin deepened. “Good, right? Bottled in Salinas but tastes of Italy. You killed the sheriff and the Dade brothers?”

Her change of topic caught me off guard, and my expression must have given away the truth before I could school my features. I saw her grin, like a kid who’d just won a puzzle game. My estimation of this woman went up a few notches, and I found myself wishing Grace were here, for I could have used the women’s sharp intellect when dealing with Sylvia.

“You’re dangerous, boy,” she went on, swirling her wine. “I can respect that, but are you also smart?”

“The sheriff called me, boy, once,” I said, sipping my wine again and remaining silent. The Madame tilted her head at me once as if I’d scored a point. Then she went on in a slightly more respectful tone.

“Your Pa Boone and I had a deal… young man.” Her grin was hard, and I saw the steel hidden beneath the soft silk of her seduction. “And I have it in writing with his signature in blood. Five percent of whatever he pulls out of that deposit he found, and in return, I would transport it to the east for him. There were also other… favors the man wanted. I’m more than willing to extend the same contract to you, but make no mistake… I’ll have my five percent one way or another.”

“I have to ask,” I said eyes narrowed, “how it was the sheriff and the Dades found out about the gold.”

“Your pa liked to talk, and when he was in his cups, he talked a lot.” The woman waved her hand dismissively. “How do you think I learned of the gold in the first place? Boone was bragging to one of my girls about how rich he was going to be two weeks ago. That sheriff was a two-timing son-of-a-bitch, you think I wanted to work with him?”

“Let me read the contract,” I said after a long pause.

She pulled out the piece of paper from a folder she had ready on her desk, and Lilliana stood and walked it over to me. The pretty Hispanic woman stood next to my chair, hands clasped before her waist in a stance of subservience.

I recognized my father’s signature at once and couldn’t help the small spark of betraying that coursed through me. The man had told me nothing about this. It was as the woman said, five percent of the gold pulled out of the ground in return for transport once a month to New York. As well as one evening of fornication with the Garcia sisters. That last was written in my father’s hasty nearly illegible handwriting.

“Who are the Garcia sisters?” I asked, but I knew the answer just as I said it, seeing the smiles on the two women’s faces.

“Your father wanted to do with us what every man has wanted our whole lives, and what we’ve held as our ultimate card to play,” Sylvia said, her voice soft and seductive. “A threesome with sisters… the man died before he ever got to experience it… tell me, John, would you like to spend an evening with Lilliana and me? I can promise you,” her words barely above a whisper as her sister moved closer to me, her warm body heat causing goose pimples to form on the backs of my arms and neck, “that we will give you the night of your life. But that is not all,” she added, surprising Lilliana, who looked at her sister with a questioning frown. “I would have you breed my hija, Maria…”

“Sylvia!” Lilliana gasped. “La nina es virgin!”

“Miralo hermana, es el hombre mas hermoso que he visto… y sera rico… Maria robara su corazon.” Sylvia’s voice came out as a breathy whisper.

I couldn’t understand their Spanish, but I could tell they were speaking of the girl and me. I started shaking my head, moving to stand.

“I will honor my father’s word,” I said, “but as for the rest, I’m sorry, I can’t.”

“You can’t?” asked Sylvia, her voice sharp with a faint tinge of anger. This was not a woman used to being denied. “Are you into men?” Her frown said she didn’t believe the words, and I chuckled.

“Not that,” I said. “I’ve made promises to… others.”

“Who?” Sylvia asked, her voice almost a shriek as she stood quickly, her massive tits swaying and causing me to swallow hard and stiffen my resolve. “That uppity strumpet you rode in with? I’ve seen her type before, eager but stiff. No… you will come to us, John… once you see my gorgeous Maria… the girl has been educated in the finest private school back east… I’ve been grooming her for a special man… you’re that special man, John. If you play things right, you could own these mountains, become the richest and most powerful man in the west… perhaps the country.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” I said. “I just want to live in peace in my mountains.”

“That ship sailed when your pa started talking,” Sylvia said with a shake of her head as she walked around the desk. Her sister pressed herself to my side, large soft breasts crushed against my upper arm.

“You will marry my girl,” Sylvia said as she stepped close to me, resting a warm hand on my chest, her massive breasts filling my vision as her dark eyes danced with desire, “or at least put a baby in her belly and add this incredible strength to our family line… but first, we shall sample your delights… and give you the time of your young life.”

Her smile was almost predatory as I felt Lilliana sink to her knees beside me, her eager little fingers sliding along the length of my cock and waistband. My dick was hard, no matter how hard I tried to calm it down.

“Oh, sister…” Lilliana moaned. “He is a big man.” Her smile of delight sent such a thrill of pleasure through me that alarm bells began to ring in my head.

Taking that first step back away from the gorgeous women was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life. The second was a touch easier, but the anger I saw in Sylvia’s face and the hurt in Lilliana’s both hurt me deep down, surprising me.

The sexual tension which had been thick a moment before was ripped apart as I walked back to the curtained door.

“I can’t… I’m sorry… shit, I wish I could… but I gave my word.” My breathing was heavy, and my body and hormones screaming at me to not leave these gorgeous sisters.

Lilliana stood, she and her sister crossing their arms in near-identical movements.

“You’re a rare man,” Sylvia said, and I couldn’t tell if she was angry or not. “You have three days to decide, and after that, I send my eunuchs after you and those easterners. Choose wisely, young John. I would hate to see anything bad happen to that pretty face of yours.”

Her voice was hard, no longer seductive, and I gave her a nod, making sure my still rock-hard cock was pushed down the leg of my pants, somewhat less obvious. Then I stepped through the curtain and out into the hall. The guard gave me a mild look over and passed my weapons belt to me, a faint smile creasing the flesh around his eyes. I imagined he saw a lot of men exit that office with erections.
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Iwalked out of the building in a bit of a daze, trying to banish the fantasy of the two gorgeous sisters from my mind. Also, trying to ignore the speculation of what a highly educated younger version of Sylvia might be like.

Grace was pacing back and forth on the boardwalk outside of the House, and she hurried over when I stepped out. She froze when she saw the hardness in my pants, and I looked down with a deep blush to see the top two buttons had become undone at some point. Lilliana’s fingers were quicker than I thought.

Grace glared at me as I thumbed them in place, but I shook my head, and her frown of anger turned to one of question, and I nodded my head to the horses. I saw she had sold the two we’d brought on leads and had someone from the grocers pack the third horse with the tools and ammunition I’d come for. Grateful once more for the woman’s incredible competence, I hauled myself up into my saddle and started out of town, feeling the eyes of many boring into my back as we headed back up into the hills.

I could feel the bristling curiosity as Grace rode beside me, her eyes searching my face all the way out of town. I wouldn’t speak until I knew there was no one near enough to overhear. Once we were in the clear, I told her everything. Sparing no details as I told her of the Madame and her sisters’ indecent proposal, the contract with my father, as well as the woman’s desires for her daughter.

She listened with intense concentration, and when I was done, she began to ask pointed questions. Everything from how the woman was dressed, to having me repeat everything word for word in places to the best of my knowledge. She even asked me to describe the painting on the walls and the furniture in Sylvia’s office.

When she was done probing, she rode in thoughtful silence, her jealous anger from earlier gone. I waited for her to say she didn’t believe me or cast aspersions on the whores, but she did none of that. If anything, I would have said she looked thoughtful.

“I plan to pay her the five percent,” I said, after a long silence broken only by the low howl of the wind, and the horses clopping hooves.

“It will keep the woman silent if nothing else,” Grace said, nodding. “The woman presents a unique opportunity, and one we should think deeply on. I hope you don’t plan to have her transport your gold.”

“No way,” I said with a shake of my head. “I don’t know what Pa was thinking, but that seems like asking her to steal it all or skim off the top.”

“Smart lad,” she said with a nod, “but what use could she and her women be?”

“Her women?” I asked. I hadn’t thought about anything other than the woman, her sister, and the girl. But now I began to sort through all the information.

“She seems to be in total control of the town,” I said. “At least for now, with the sheriff gone. But someone is going to come in soon and fill the vacuum.”

“I suspect you’re right,” she said, nodding. “But so long as she stays alive and keeps control of that property, she’ll be a force of power in that town and this region, whether the men-folk know it or not.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It’s not a truth I like to think about, but men visit whores, and they talk as they lay on the pillows. In every city and major town in the world, the people with the most information are the masters of these places of business. If they do their jobs quietly and manage not to anger the wrong individuals, they can become very wealthy.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked with curiosity, I hadn’t probed her past and had no desire to put her on the spot. We all deserve a second chance. “I thought you’d be pissed off at me for even entering the place.”

“I don’t speak of my past because of any great shame or trauma,” Grace said with an easy smile, shading her eyes as she took in the view and took in a deep breath, before letting it out slowly. “It just isn’t that interesting. I grew up the daughter of a politician. My last name is well known in some small parts of the world, and my grandfather build a vast fortune in trading. My father squandered it all away though at the horse tracks, on women and many failed campaigns for office. He ruined our good name and drove my mother mad. He married me off when I was too young to know better.

“My husband was what they call a confirmed bachelor… in other words, not interested in women. He treated me well, and consummated our marriage… hmph, if you can call it that… and I was blessed with Delilah. My one solace was my friendship with my erstwhile friend Esther, who was always off on some adventure or other. Then when my husband passed, I was lost and bereft, penniless. In truth, I hate money, and one of the reasons for coming out to these wild lands was to build a life free of all that.

“I spent most of my time in study, with books and ledgers and digging through the accounts of great houses in the old country and companies. It is all so fascinating, but that world is impossible for a woman to enter. I’d hoped to find a better one out here. Instead, I found you…”

Her voice gave a hitch, and when I glanced over, she looked away, but not before I caught the tears shining in her eyes, and the smile on her lips. I felt warm and gooey inside and let my eyes travel the length of her sublime curves. It was remarkable how similar her and Sylvia’s bodies were, but Grace’s was just a hair sexier. Her pale skin contrasting with her dark hair and her elegant features speaking of excellent breeding.

“And I got you tied up in a dangerous situation involving a fortune in gold,” I said with a sigh.

“You have given me love and put me in the center of an adventure straight out of the penny novels I used to chew through as a girl.” Grace laughed, her manner so relaxed and carefree I saw a hint of Delilah in her right then. “Oh John, you beautiful young man, you’ve no idea what a blessing you are to us. Now, tell me,” she said with a sly little grin, “were you tempted by Sylvia and her sisters offer?”

“Umm… well,” I said, feeling my face burning red, “yeah, I was tempted… but I didn’t do anything.”

“Let’s take a break,” she said, changing the subject and pointing to a nearby hilltop with an oak spread out at the top. “The horses could use the rest, and I packed us a lunch.”
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We rode over and let them drink from a nearby spring and then tied them off to graze near the tree. Grace spread out a red and white checkered blanket and pulled out a small package of cheese, dried meats, and fresh berries that were only a little smushed out of it.

Sitting down, we ate the light meal as the sun rose into the pale blue sky above us. Grace lay back on one elbow and pulled me down with her, her gentle fingers tracing the line of my jaw.

“What we have may be unconventional.” Her smile made my heart swell just as my cock did when she pressed her large breasts against me, and I could feel her nipples digging into my skin. “But we have been so happy these past few days. Last night…” Her cheeks blushed red fire, and I felt her hand slide down the length of my cock. “Esther and I couldn’t help ourselves and we… touched one another as we listened to you and Delilah make love.”

“Really?” I asked a little awed and out of breath, thinking of the two of them together.

“You like that.” She bit her thick bottom lip as she gripped my throbbing dick, flicking the buttons free as she dragged it forth. “That makes me so happy… I want no barriers between our love… between any of ours.”

“But your rules,” I said, my hand slipping under her dress, across her smooth pale skin.

“Do you imagine they will last forever?” she asked, her incredibly bright blue eyes arresting me in place.

She sat up, whipping her dress over her head and sitting on my hips. Proud and tall, she looked like a pale-skinned goddess, her massive breasts with their pink puffy areola making my mouth water. Shifting her hips slightly she took my cock into her waiting depths with a sigh of pleasure.

“Do you imagine… that we three will be the only women in your harem?” Her trembling smile grew at my frown of confusion. “If she is beautiful, loyal, and capable, why should you not claim them as yours? My beautiful young MAN,” she said, her voice a guttural moan as I felt her pussy quivering around my cock, her hips rising and falling slowly as I gripped them, sliding my fingers around to grab her ass.

She leaned forward and crushed her massive breasts between us, and her lips found mine, our thrusting bodies growing more frantic as desire built in us.

“Tell me… do you want that whore and her daughter?” Her eyes were burning as she looked into mine, and for a moment, I froze unsure how to answer. “The truth,” she hissed, the sounds of our wet sexes joining surrounding us. “Tell me, John… fuck baby, mommy going to cum on this cock…”

“Yes,” I hissed, squeezing my eyes shut, not wanting to see the disappointment on Grace's beautiful features. “I do, God forgive me.”

“No… forgiveness,” she panted, and I felt her kisses raining down on my face. “You will have them… oh god cumming baby, you will have them…!”

I flooded her insides with my cum, and she collapsed upon me, my hands full of her massive breasts, and we lay upon the blanket for long minutes catching our breath. She shifted at my side and kissed my neck, her fingers tracing the muscles of my chest and stomach as she whispered in my ear.

“Do you trust me, John?” she asked.

“I do,” I said, nodding. “I only just met you a week ago, but I do.”

“Then leave Sylvia, her sister, and daughter to me. I have a plan for dealing with them.” She kissed my cheek and sat up, her breasts swaying and causing my eyes to track their motions.

“Were you serious about what you said?” I asked, worrying it had just been in the heat of the moment and needing to know.

“Do you change your mind now?” she asked with a twinkle in her eyes. “And yes, to answer your question, I was serious. Perhaps not the mother, but the girl sounds promising if the woman’s telling the truth about her education and upbringing.”

“Why?” I asked, taking her hand and stopping her from rising to her feet. “Why would you be ok sharing me with so many other women?”

“In truth,” she said a touch hesitantly, “I love women, and I always have. Not in a sexual way, although sometimes…” She blushed bright red and then went on. “But I can find something to love and value in almost any woman. But I’ve only ever loved one man… and it hit me like a bolt of lightning when I first saw him.”

She was staring into my eyes, and I knew exactly what she meant. The moment we’d first met had been just as important and powerful to her as it was to me.

“It only makes me love you more when you look at Esther or Delilah and see the beauty in them that I do. I wanted you to love them as you love me, from the very start, but I didn’t realize…” She shook her head, blushing again. “I didn’t realize how much I would enjoy seeing you be physical with them… I’ve never gotten, so wet John as yesterday on the porch…”

I grinned up at her, my cock hard once again as I pulled her beneath me, pressing my lips to hers. She moaned out softly as I kissed my way down her neck to drag her massive breasts together and lick and suckle the large hard nipples, massaging them against her chest.

“Tell me,” I said. “Tell me everything in your dirty little mind.”

She breathed heavily and looked up at the sky before shutting her eyes and speaking. Her words were soft, barely above a whisper, but she never hesitated, gaining in steam until my tongue connected with her sex and licked her hard little clit.

“I made them tell me about your time together. How you look at them, what you like, and how they pleasure you. We all shared while you were gone…. Ohhh… God, that’s heaven, John… right there…”

“Don’t stop,” I said. “I want to hear it all.”

“All?” Her voice agonized as she went on. “While you were gone… we all shared our deepest fantasies after a little liquor… Esther admitted to wanting to be with a woman and a man together… so did Delilah. I… oh god!... I… wanted it too but stayed silent. My fantasy was… I can’t say it.”

“You want to,” I said with a grin as I climbed between her legs. The woman was almost frantic as she pulled me within her. Her clit had been hard as a rock and her hips quivering. I knew she was on the verge of exploding, and I sank my dick into her with agonizing slowness as she bit her bottom lip and her body rode the edge of a massive orgasm. I wouldn’t let her crest the edge as my cock dug into her ever so slowly.

“Tell me,” I growled in her ear.

“I want to see you claim other women… oh god… please let me cum… I want to see you fuck them! Breed them! Do to them what you have done to us… oh, god!”

“What have I done to you?” My cock was throbbing, and I began to move with force, causing her to tremble violently beneath me.

“LOVE YOU… WORSHIP OUR MAN… GREATEST… FUCKING… FUCK… GOD… EVER… OH GOD I’M—!”

Her teeth sank into my shoulder, and I felt a sharp pain, her scream of pleasure cutting off. Then I ignored the pain as my own orgasm hit, toes curling and fingers tingling as I came deep within her womb.

Our lips sought each other out, and we lay, holding one another’s sweaty, exhausted bodies, as we kissed with gentle lips, hands caressing.

The wild and wanton sex goddess faded as she sat up minutes later and began to dress, her calm and composed exterior falling into place. I dressed, and we packed up and got the horses saddled and ready to ride again.

Before heading out, I walked over and pulled Grace into a firm embrace, kissing her deeply. Resting my hands on either side of her face, I gazed down into her gorgeous blue eyes.

“Thank you,” I said. “I hope you know I love you too, and I can never tell you in words the depths of my gratitude and feelings for you, Esther, and Delilah. All I can say is I love you, and thank you.”

“Oh… you…” Grace burst into tears; her calm once again shattered as she sobbed into my chest, holding me tight. “I love you too,” she said, grinning up at me when she had composed herself some. “Now let’s get back home before the girls get too jealous and come hunting us.”

I laughed as we swung up into the saddles and rode off up the mountain to our valley home. The rest of the ride was pleasant, though we had to take our time with the packhorse being loaded down. We arrived at the house in the afternoon and found the girls had already completed the evening chores and were both sparring in the field beside the garden.
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As we rode close, Esther waved, and Delilah pounced on the taller woman from behind, trying to wrestle her to the ground. Esther shifted her weight and flipped the young girl over her shoulder to hit the ground on her side hard.

Esther was grinning down at Delilah as we approached, and the girl took her time climbing to her feet.

“Just been showing the girl a little bit of hand to hand,” Esther said, flashing us her bright grin. “Everything go alright in town?”

“Let’s go in,” Grace said with a grim frown. “We can let you know what happened while we prepare dinner.”

Delilah came forward and took the reins of her mother’s horse and the packhorse. They let her lead them off into the paddock without complaint. The girl had a touch with animals just as surely as she did with growing things.

I helped her remove the saddles and tack and brush them down. Carrying the pack of ammunition and tools into the house, I went out back and pulled out several pieces of oak that I planned to carve down into handles for the tools.

We found Esther and Grace speaking quietly when we stepped in. I felt almost naked as both of their eyes traveled the length of me, a lusty promise in their gazes. Without a word, they laid out the food, and we all sat near the fire to eat.

“Tell us of this meeting you had in the whorehouse,” Esther said, prompting me to speak and drawing a crooked grin from Delilah.

“I’m surprised Momma didn’t whip you for that!” the girl said with a giggle. “She teach you any tricks, John?”

“Delilah, listen up,” Grace said, her tone serious and brooking no more nonsense. “That trouble with the sheriff might seem like nothing if we make the wrong enemies.”

The girl broke off what she had been about to say and grew sober quick, nodding for me to go on.

I left nothing out in my tale, just as I had done with Grace. Surprisingly Delilah and Esther showed far more jealousy and anger when I described the offer Sylvia had made. I saw the two of them share a glance, and Esther flashed the girl a wink.

When I finished my tale, they both sat in thoughtful silence for several long moments before Esther turned to Grace and asked, “What do we do?”

“Yeah, what are we gonna do, Momma?” Delilah asked.

Grace smiled gratefully at their faith in her and turned to look me in the eye.

“We have a few options,” she said softly, “but none of them are great. We might have to widen the circle earlier than we intended. We do know one thing, though,” she went on quickly, “John was tested today, by an offer no man could refuse… but he did, for us.”

“Was she beautiful, John?” Esther asked with genuine interest, licking her lips as she sat forward slightly.

“She was,” I said, seeing a slight twinge of jealousy touch her and Delilah’s faces, “as was her sister. Both of them were gorgeous.” Delilah tossed her head angrily. She just happened to settle back down with her firm young tits spilling out the top of her dress and her legs showing above the knees. “And the things they offered to do to me…” I almost laughed at the stricken looks on the women’s faces. “But why would I ever contemplate it, when I have three such amazing and gorgeous women waiting for me at home?”

“You brat!” Delilah said, laughing. “You’re gonna pay for that!”

“Come on,” Esther said, steering the girl to the kitchen. “Let's clean up. It’s getting late, and we have an early morning tomorrow now that we are more than restocked on ammo. I plan to have you and your mom both hitting the hundred-meter target before breakfast.”

As the women cleaned up and said goodnight Grace stretched and flashed me a wicked smile as she crawled over to my lap. Kneeling between my legs, the woman stripped my clothes off me. With the firelight illuminating her, she stood and slowly stripped before me. The world faded from sight as her pale skin flashed from dark shadow to golden light, casting lurid shadows on the wall and ceiling.

Without a single touch, my cock grew rigid and stood up tall, from merely staring at her incredible beauty. She seemed to relish my attention on her, and her hands cupped her massive breasts, massaging them and pulling down on her nipples, wet lips in an “O” of pleasure as I looked on. I could see the moisture dripping down her inner thighs as she sank to her knees once more. Only this time, she had eyes on one thing only.

Taking my hardness into her hands, she ran her fingers up and down the length of it slowly, before drawing it down and planting soft kisses on the underside and head, finally taking me into her mouth.

She coated my cock slowly in her saliva, dragging it down with her fingers, and took her time as she sucked, licked, and kissed me into an oblivion of pleasure. She wanted to do nothing more that evening but worship my manhood until I gave her the prize she was seeking, drinking it down silently as she stared up into my eyes, her pale blue orbs burning with passion.

The orgasm left me trembling, and she held me still within the hot wetness of her mouth. Then her tongue began to slither and slide around the sensitive flesh, feather-light at first, then with more firmness. I was hard in no time.

Still silent, I lay her back and parted her slender thighs. I wanted to give her the same pleasure with my mouth, if not more, but she shook her head, desperate hands pulling me into her.

We made love with quiet passion, our hands all over one another’s body. Our orgasms were coming quickly as her tightness gripped me with feverish need. Then I pulled her around, pulling her up to her knees and watching her massive breasts sway, her ass rolling before my hard thrusts as I took her from behind.

She began to grunt with an almost animal intensity as I pulled back on her hair, careful to grip it near the roots. And I felt her pussy gush wetness down my cock as she came hard on me. Her teeth pressed together as she fought to keep her scream in.

“Ugh!” she cried out as my cock throbbed and dumped a massive load deep within her.

Her spasming walls milked me as we collapsed to the blankets together, cuddling close and pulling a blanket over our naked bodies. My cock was still in her as we started drifting off to sleep. Then a sound from the back bedroom caused us both to freeze, awake, and alert.

“Mmmphm!” Came Delilah’s loud moan.

My cock throbbed when I realized what was going on, and I shifted my hips involuntarily. Grace sighed out, relaxing against me and welcoming me into her, as my cock hardened.

Her breathing was ragged and slow, and when I reached around to cup one of her massive breasts, I found the nipple hard as a little pebble, and she whimpered when I pulled down on it hard.

The sound of her daughter and Esther in the throes of sapphic love, while my cock dug deep into her pussy, sent Grace over the edge in record time. I took my time, listening with interest to the lesbian coupling going on, the occasional sighs and moans. All the while, I took Grace’s gorgeous body, able to fully explore her as I lay behind her thrusting away.

She rolled around and pulled my lips to her, her eyes open and staring into mine, searching and smiling at whatever she found. Her kisses were soft and delicate, at odds with our pounding hips. As she ran her tongue across my lips, I felt my rhythm falter, and I flooded her womb, holding myself as deep in her as I could.

With sighs of pleasure and exhaustion, we fell asleep like that, still connected to one another. I woke to the delicious pleasure of her sex working my hardness once more and we made quick fast love in the middle of the night, before passing out once again.
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The next morning, we fell right into our routine. An hour after sunrise, the ladies were out back shooting at targets, and an hour after that, I was heading up into the hills with Esther. I’d spend the morning whittling down handles for the tool heads, and by the time we left, we had another set of shovels, picks, and brushes.

We hadn’t made it halfway up the mountain before I had Esther bent over and gripping a tree trunk, grunting in pleasure as I pounded into her from behind. Her pants down around her slim thighs, and the sight of her pale bare ass slapping back into me was crazy hot. Once again, we broke up the day of hard and brutal labor with quick and dirty sex.

We had a breakthrough that morning. I found a great angle to dig in from under the column of quartz, and were able to dig out a four-foot section. Pounding down on it from above, the quartz cracked and sloughed off. With hammer and stone, we were able to break off the quartz easily and pull free fist-sized chunks of gold. They were in odd formations, almost like frozen bubbles or ribbons of thumb-thick metal.

As little as either of us cared about the wealth we held, it was exciting to pull free the material we’d been working so hard for. As the afternoon wore on, we covered up the mine and scouted the area. I took special care but found no trace of tracks around the area, much to my relief.

We were both almost stumbling as we lugged the heavy gold down the mountain. I knew of a place that I’d been planning to use and drew Esther into the small cave. The cave was only about four feet tall and ten feet deep, but at the back end was a vast pool of soft sand, tucked back from the wind and weather. It was plenty deep, and we buried the gold there.

Feeling proud of our day's work and seeing a clear path forward in our plans for the mine, we had a bit of a bounce in our step as we hiked back to the house. Once there, I was happy to find that Delilah had hooked up one of the outlaw’s horses to the plow and was practicing on a bare patch of dirt a few hundred meters away from the crops. The area around her was crisscrossed with winding rutted paths, but the fact that she’d been able to break ground with the horse at all, was big news.

“It took some time, but I found one of the horses that must have worked with a plow before,” Delilah enthused when we went over to check it out. “Old Copper here is a good old mare; she will be trained right up come spring. Won’cha girl?”

“This is amazing, Delilah,” I said, shaking my head I started to plan. With a plow horse we could quadruple our yields, making enough to see in town a few times a year, at least. “Instead of buying a plow horse this spring, we can get a milk cow instead.”

“Let me pick her!” Delilah said. “I promise she’ll be the best cow you ever seen!”

“Ok,” I said, grinning. “You can pick her.”

“We’re still on for, tonight, right?” Esther asked the girl as she trundled off with the horse, plow winding to the right as she fought to get it under control.

“We better be!” Delilah shouted back with a fierce grin.

“What’s tonight?” I asked.

“You’ll see, lover boy.” She winked and ran off to the house, laughing.

I was left with a double handful of tools to put away and a pile of chores to take care of, and I did it all with a giant grin on my face. Everywhere I looked, there was a beautiful woman who loved me and was working to make our lives better. The next day was Sunday, so I pulled out a salted ham from the cold box and carved it up to grill. Then I gathered mustard seeds that I’d stored from the spring before and ground them into a spicy sauce, cutting it with honey and salt.

We ate rabbit stew, thick brown bread with butter and honey, and slabs of grilled pork dipped in the mustard sauce. The night was cold, the sky clear, and our fire warm as we relaxed together in the living room, chatting and joking about our day. As the meal wore down, Esther pulled out a bottle of Tennessee Whiskey, surprising me.

“Pulled it from one of the bandit's gear. The tops cracked, but the whiskey still tastes fine.” She grinned as Delilah ran to get four tin cups.

Grace frowned as Esther poured the girl a healthy measure, but she said nothing. Taking her own tin cup and sniffing it suspiciously, I grinned as she recoiled and inhaled my own cup. The sweet and smoky aroma made my mouth water.

“To the mountain home,” Esther said, raising her glass.

I nodded, and we all repeated the toast. I took a large pull from my cup, loving the fire as it burned down my throat and lit a warmth in my belly that worked its way through my limbs relaxing me. The second sip went down smoother, and the third tasted sweet as candy.

There was a warm, happy glow in the living room as I lounged near the fire sifting the embers and rolling the log to burn evenly. When I moved back, I found Esther there, pressing me down to the blankets and undoing the buttons of my shirt. I looked over and saw Delilah grin and toss back her drink, then slip down to the floor and crawl over.

My heart was hammering in my chest as the girl pulled up beside me and biting her thick bottom lip turned to look at Esther as the pretty blond kissed her way down my muscled stomach. The two women looked at each other as I saw true desire pass between them, and my cock throbbed all the harder in my pants. Reaching up, I slipped my fingers into both of their hairlines. Both women arched their backs at the sensation racing down their spines as my nails dragged along their scalp.

I turned Esther to me and kissed her passionately, our tongues dancing wildly. Then with a ragged breath, I pulled back and turned to Delilah, seeing such open joy and excitement on the girl's face that I responded in kind as I kissed her with equal affection and passion. The girl pulled away, licking her lips and mewling in pleasure, then reached up and turned Esther’s face to hers, kissing the woman before my awestruck eyes. Their tongues, that I knew so well, touched softly, almost delicately as they inhaled each other’s breath.

I looked up and saw Grace pull her seat back and take up her second glass of whiskey. She sat back in the shadows, almost invisible, except for her gleaming eyes, like blue gemstones reflecting the firelight. I realized that this was the fantasy she’d admitted to me, and from the intensity in her gaze, she planned to witness every moment of it.

Then my attention was drawn away as Esther ripped free my pants and yanked them down. Delilah took one of my hands and pressed it to her firm young breast as she pulled my shirt up off my head. The girl's dress came off at the same time Esther’s did, and both women reached out and caressed one another’s breasts with a hand and then dropped them into my lap. I sighed out as two soft hands encircled my cock, stroking me slowly.

Delilah and Esther were staring into one another’s eyes as they lowered themselves down to either side of me. I leaned back and rested on my elbows. My injuries, still healing, ached something fierce. As always, the pain faded as pleasure pushed it away.

Watching in awe, both women arched their eyebrows at one another and pressed their soft lips to either side of my cock.

“Oh Jesus, that’s so hot,” I moaned out as they kissed up either side, their tongues snaking out to lick up and down, occasionally touching.

When they made it to the head, both flashed eager grins as their kisses joined, my cock an afterthought as they made out, tongues teasing one another and the tip of my cock. Then Esther turned and sucked me into her hot mouth, making me gasp and grinning around my dick as it stretched her jaws. Delilah kissed her neck, groping the woman’s smaller firm breasts and ass as Esther worked my cock into her mouth, hand stroking me.

Then they traded places, kissing as they passed my cock back and forth. Esther moving down to suck one of Delilah’s puffy nipples into her mouth. I could tell she was fascinated with the girl’s breasts, continually touching and squeezing them. As Delilah sucked me down, Esther pulled back, touching herself as she watched us.

“Ride him,” she said, her face twisted in pleasure as the girl grinned and climbed up my body.

I ran my hands up her firm thighs and around the firm swell of her ass and took hold of her waist. Drawing her wet lips up the hardness of my manhood, I felt her shudder as I gripped her tight. Then I was piercing her depths, and she cried out in pleasure. I drove up into her with hard fast thrusts, all need, and lust, and she pushed back into me with the same intensity.

Sucking one of her puffy nipples into my mouth, just as Esther had done, I loved the feel of her firm young breast beneath my lips. Esther was at our side, turning Delilah to her, kissing her passionately.

I pulled the taller woman around, and she moaned out in pleasure as I pressed my tongue to her wet sex. She was drooling with desire as I ran the tip of my tongue up and down her hard little clit and drove it into her hot depths, tasting her.

Delilah rode me hard, taking over and getting her pleasure from me, as Esther held her, the two locked in an embrace. My tongue in her pussy and finger teasing her backside drove her to the heights. The three of us climaxed together, and I felt like Delilah drew the soul out of my body as she gripped me with her insides, her legs squeezing my sides tight.

We fell into a pile of limbs, touching and kissing and still hazy from the whiskey, happy and warm. Hands touched and teased me back to life, and I returned the favor. This time I took Esther on her hands and knees. She had already thought this through and had Delilah lay on her back. The woman grinned with fierce pleasure as she rode the girls face, and feasted on her tight young folds, as I drove into her from behind. Gripping her slender hips, our wet sexes filled the room with a slapping, in time with our grunts of pleasure.

Whether it was my cock driving into her, or Delilah’s tongue tasting her and exploring her nethers, Esther soon was screaming out in one of the biggest orgasms I’ve ever seen the woman have. Her sensitive sex could take no more contact, and I drew out of her slowly, loving the feel of her shuddering in aftershocks of pleasure as my cock left her.

Delilah rolled me onto my back and took my cum-slick cock into her mouth, sucking Esther’s juices from me. In moments the woman joined her and their tongues, flat and wide slid up and down my cock. I lay there, shaking as the orgasm finally rushed out of me. Delilah circled two hands around the base of my cock and cinched hard, trapping the blood and drawing out my release.

“Ohhhhhh….. Gooodddd!” I moaned as the cum throbbed out of my cock, not spraying but oozing out and over the women’s tongues, sliding down into their smiling mouths.

I shuddered in release and lay there trembling as the two of them licked and kissed my cock clean, soon just making out above me. My hands were filled with two butt cheeks, one young firm flesh, the other soft and athletic. I ran my hands up their backs and slid my fingers into their scalps one more time, causing them to shudder and flash me delighted grins.

They both fell on me, kissing my cheeks, neck, lips, and each other’s. We rolled around for hours, exploring and playing, teasing, and touching. I forgot about Grace most of the time, but she never stopped watching us, and once I even caught her with her hand under her skirt and the other up her bodice, face twisted in ecstasy as she masturbated.

Feeling like a lecherous bastard and a blessed fool, I fell into a deep sleep. On one side was the tiny and busty Delilah and on the other long, lean Esther with her stark, blonde beauty.


CHAPTER 29
[image: ]



The next morning dawned overcast and with a chill to the air. The chores were evenly distributed now, and we took care of them quickly and with little fuss. Esther, Grace, and Delilah were all sitting on the porch, putting their rifles back together after cleaning them. It had become their habit to clean the guns before and after their morning target practice.

I happened to be looking down the mountains when a flock of birds startled a good half mile down, right on the trail that led down to town. Peering closely at the trees, I saw movement and felt a cold seed of fear take root in my stomach as our encounter with the sheriff and his men played out in my head.

“Get the rifles together, and loaded,” I said as I pulled my hat down to shade my eyes. “We’ve got company riding in.”

Their looks of fear passed quickly and were replaced by determination as they worked quickly. I watched the riders draw closer and was relieved to see there were only three riders and each of them in skirts.

“Guess she couldn’t wait three days for her answer,” I said, pointing. “That’s Sylvia upfront and her sister Lilliana beside her.”

“That’s Sylvia?” Delilah asked with a raised eyebrow before letting out a long low whistle. “That might be the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Delilah,” Grace snapped, a touch of annoyance tinging her voice. “Go put the kettle on, and run a comb through that hair of yours.”

The younger girl hopped up and raced off, flashing me a tight-lipped grin of excitement. I wasn’t sure what she was excited about, but she made me nervous. As the three rode up, I saw they were all armed but didn’t appear hostile at all. Sylvia and her sister were dressed in nearly identical black dresses, hair in thick braids that hung back over their shoulders. The third must be Sylvia’s daughter; the resemblance was uncanny.

The girl was tall and slender, with a beauty that seemed almost timeless. Her lustrous black hair hung down in loose curls, framing a face with high cheekbones and dark, shy eyes. She was as thin as Esther, but with wide hips and a firm round behind like her mother. Also, like her mother, the girl had a massive bosom that her dress did little to hide. I felt my mouth go dry as they rode near, and her firm swaying breasts drew my eyes.

Sylvia flashed me a little smile when she saw me checking out her daughter and made sure that my eyes never left her sexy form as she pulled to a stop before the house. Her low-cut top revealed a vast expanse of smooth olive skin and the deep shadow between.

“I know I said I’d give you three days,” Sylvia said as she pulled her horse to a stop, “but we have a problem.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“I just got word late last night, the Governor of Texas just put a badge on his brother and set him up here to be Marshall.” Sylvia’s face was a grim mask, but Lilliana must have seen my puzzled expression because she spoke up.

“Findley Galveston is an evil son-of-a-bitch,” the shorter woman said, her soft breasts jiggling as she spoke. “I spent a few years down in Texas, and he is notorious for beating and killing whores, and just about anyone else who looks at him sideways.”

“Tell him about the ranch,” Sylvia said, nodding. “A dark business.”

“Tell us inside,” Grace said, stepping out of the house. “We have a pot of tea on, and some teacakes leftover from our trip out here. Please, come inside and be welcomed, all of you.”

I saw Sylvia and Grace smile at one another. Their eyes were flinty and hard as they slowly tracked one another’s bodies and came to rest on each other’s faces. They were both searching for something, but neither would give an inch to the other. The tension grew, and I wondered if they were about to launch themselves at one another with raking nails and feral screams. Then almost as if by magic, both women flashed near-identical smiles, mutual respect in their eyes.

Grace gave an almost silent grunt of approval as Sylvia and the other two dismounted, leaving their horses to feed near the paddock. I stepped into the living room to find that the pallet had been folded and put away. The chairs and dining table had been pushed back and small cushions placed on the ground around the fireplace in a circle.

I took a seat near the wall, and Delilah came out of the kitchen with the teapot and flashed me a grin. Just then, the women all stepped in. They were like two packs of stray cats, wary of one another, and testing the air.

The only two who seemed immune to the tension filling the air were the gorgeous young Hispanic girl and Delilah. The two of them grinned at one another, Delilah, with open joy and friendship and the taller, bustier girl with a shyness I found endearing. Then Delilah looked at Sylvia, and her smile fell, jaw hanging open and cheeks blushing a deep red. The girl was in awe of the Madame’s stunning beauty and dress.

Stepping forward, Delilah presented Sylvia and her sister with teacups, curtsying as she did. The two Hispanic women startled at the curtsy and flashed amused smiles to one another.

“You curtsy to whores, girl?” Sylvia asked, her rich voice filling the room with its seductive vibrations.

“Courtesy is the glue that holds our fragile world together,” Delilah said, “or so I read once.”

“Honor holds us all together more than courtesy,” Sylvia said with a small smirk as she took the teacup. “But it’s a pretty sentiment. Thank you for the tea.”

“It would be nice if honor did,” Esther said, resting her rifle against the wall and folding her long legs beneath her, “but often it’s nowhere to be found. Speaking of which, tell us about this new Marshall and why you’ve all ridden out here today.”

“Colonel Findley Galveston and his men are known all over Mexico as a gang of rapists and murderers,” Lilliana said, accepting her tea with a grateful smile as she sat. “He and his men would come to the Five-n-Dime… sorry that was where I was… working at the time.”

She seemed shy to speak of her profession around the conservatively dressed Grace and Delilah, but Grace was shaking her head.

“Yours is the oldest profession in the world,” Grace said, her manner brooking no nonsense. “And despite what the men and their books might say, there is no shame in it. You don’t have to mince words with us, and I assure you we’ve heard far worse.”

“That’s rather… enlightened of you,” Sylvia said, her eyes narrowed, and I too stared at Grace in surprise, but it was Delilah who spoke.

“Grandma Marie was a courtesan in France before grandpa married her,” the girl said, flashing a grin. “She used to tell me about when she was the king's lover as a girl, but then they cut off his head or something.”

Stunned silence reigned after that, all eyes staring at Grace, but none with more intensity than Sylvia, who was reassessing the woman once more. With a sigh, Grace nodded.

“Mother was quite the character; it’s true. Now, Lilliana, you were saying about the… Five-and-Dime?”

“Five-n-Dime, yeah,” Lilliana went on in her heavy accent. “They were the worst sort of men. Mean, cruel, and too powerful and connected to do anything about it. One day Colonel Findley sees a woman he likes and decides to take her with force. The next day when the husband comes to press charges with the sheriff, Colonel has him hanged, property and wife confiscated by the state. Sold the woman to some banditos from the south and the land to one of his men.”

“Sounds like a bad guy,” I said.

“He’s the worst,” Lilliana said, her voice raw with emotion, “and if he’s coming here, it can’t be good news for anyone.”

“Especially someone with a secret gold mine,” Sylvia said, setting down her teacup and crossing her arms beneath her massive bosom as her eyes took on that predatory gleam I’d witnessed before.

“Or someone with a gorgeous young daughter…” Grace said, causing the Madame to turn and look at her, eyes flashing dangerously. “One who was educated in a fine boarding school but… has yet to finish her education.”

Sylvia held her gaze for one long moment before finally sagging, letting out a deep sigh as she nodded.
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“I’ve had to send my best girls away. The last thing I want is that bastard getting his hands on my Jasmine.” She reached out and ran her fingers down the gorgeous girls soft pale cheek and grimaced. “There is more, though. Her uncle Esposito rides with the Colonel, and would claim her as his property and sell her the first chance he got.”

“That’s barbaric,” I said, feeling a wave of disgust. Slavery had never sat right with me. The thought of taking away a person’s freedom and forcing them into such a wretched life was anathema to my core.

“It’s their way,” Sylvia said, her anger plain.

“So, you would have us hide her,” Grace said. “But what of your contract with Boone? Will you still demand that John uphold it?”

“Circumstances have changed,” Sylvia said. “I’m willing to renegotiate.”

“Excellent,” Grace said, her pale blue eyes taking on a dangerous gleam. “So you know, the idea of you transporting the gold across country was ridiculous, and we would never have agreed to it.” Sylvia frowned at that but nodded, and Grace went on. “We will transport and deposit the gold with a reliable third party.”

“Oh, some banker friend of yours?” Sylvia asked archly.

“Wells Fargo is sending a pair of representatives to establish purity as well as get an initial estimate of the mine,” Grace said, her perfectly composed manner unperturbed. “With that, we will be able to establish financing.”

“Financing for what?” Sylvia asked.

“For you to open up more of your establishments.” Grace said it so matter-of-factly that I nearly choked on my tea when the words registered. I looked over at her and saw the same pristine and gorgeous woman, sitting with back straight and primly sipping her tea. She looked at me and frowned then around at all the faces staring at her. Setting her cup down, she sighed and rested her hands in her lap.

“The secret of the gold will get out,” she said, “and even if it doesn’t, we need to plan as if it will. Once that happens, these mountains are going to be swarming with the roughest and most dangerous sort, your Colonel being one of them. Maybe not even the worst. I’m not worried about rough men with guns.” She motioned to Esther and me. “With these two we could fight off an army in these mountains if we had to. What worries me and what should worry all of you, is a man with connections to a senator. There is nothing more slippery than a politician, and if he gets a whiff of the amount of gold there is here… we need to know before that happens.”

“How could we possibly know?” Esther asked, glancing around confused. I had to admit I shared her confusion, but Sylvia was nodding, a sly grin stealing onto her face.

“You want to stake a few houses down south and out east,” the woman said, her grin widening when nodded and smiled in reply. “We can… pump those boys for information, and my girls can slip them all kinds of tales to keep their heads spinning… this could work.”

“We will stake the establishments, owning the land but not running the businesses,” Grace said, brisk and businesslike. “That we leave to you and your sister.”

“And what do we get out of this?” Lilliana asked, her eyes narrowing on Grace. “If they shut down the whorehouse, you still own the land, but we have nothing.”

“You get your five percent stake,” Grace said, “and we’ll take in Jasmine and keep her safe.”

Sylvia smiled, and I could see the gears of her mind working, knowing that with her girl here she could be safer than in town, and would also be able to keep an eye on the gold. Ensuring that we weren’t cheating them of their percentage.

“This’s a good deal,” Sylvia said, but she didn’t nod or hold out her hand. Instead, she tilted her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at Grace. “But tell me, why would you wish to own whorehouses?”

“You will keep the girls safe?” Grace said, her eyes pale blue augers of intensity as they bored into Sylvia. “Plenty of guards and none of the rough stuff.”

“You question how I treat my girls?”

The sudden shift in Sylvia was amazing to see. In one moment, she went from reclining and seductive to leaning forward, bristling in anger. As fast as she had moved, Esther was faster. The tall blond just happened to shift in her seat, a long knife flashing into her fist, only to trim a ragged nail innocently. Sylvia eyed the tall blonde with renewed respect and wariness.

“I must question,” Grace said softly, drawing all our gazes as she sat with perfect composure, neither ignorant nor unmindful of the violence that had nearly been unleashed. “To not do so would be irresponsible to the women who work for you. Make no mistake I wish such places didn’t need to exist. But what I wish and what is, are rarely the same thing, and I live in the real world. If they must be, then women should run them, and earn the profits from them. They should be clean, safe, and the girls should be cared for as much as possible.”

“We have a physician that works for custom,” Sylvia said, her anger mollified as she settled back into her seat, Esther smoothly doing the same, long knife flashing in the morning light as she slipped it away. “And the girls are well taken care of, as much as we’re able. Some are just soft in the head, and hell-bent on burning themselves to the ground.” She paused and turned to regard her daughter.

The girl sat with her hands pressed together, looking down into her lap, a faint blush on her cheeks. Not entirely innocent of this talk, I could see, but not entirely used to it either.

“Speak up, Jasmine,” she said to the girl. “What do you think of this?”

“I… I saw horses out back, sir,” she said in her soft shy voice, looking up from under long dark lashes at me. “Would it be ok, sometimes, if I rode one?”

“You can have one,” I said with a warm smile. Her soft brown eyes felt like they stared straight into my soul as I melted before the beautiful teen. “They need someone to care for them, they’ve been growing a bit wild in that paddock.”

“A couple are mean,” Delilah said, her smile infectious, “but if you give them a carrot, they will be your best friend. I’ll introduce you.”

“I would love that,” Jasmine said, her shy smile flashing wide and genuine for a second before she hunched her shoulders again and settled back down.

Sylvia was smiling at her daughter but then frowned when the girl fell back into herself.

“She will have to marry young, John,” the Madame said, causing a bolt of shock to hit me, and causing the girl to pick her head up sharply and look at her mom. “I assume the rest of you are sleeping with the young man?”

She looked around the room, and Esther and Delilah blushed, looking down and away from her frank gaze, but Grace held her stare, nodding gently. The woman amazed me at how poised and calm she remained.

“Wait, you all…” Jasmine looked around at the three of them, her jaw slowly falling open, then her light brown eyes fell on me.

I felt my cheeks burn, but I held her gaze, curious how she would respond. Her jaw slowly closed as our eyes stayed locked for a long second, her breath slowing and deepening. Then her eyes flickered to Grace, sitting perfectly poised and ladylike, matching her stare with her own. Interestingly the girl's face flashed with both respect and lust before she blushed and glanced down again.

“So young Jonathan,” Sylvia said, her dark, seductive gaze trapping mine. “Are you man enough to make a woman of my little girl?”

Her words lit a fire in my loins and heart, and she must have seen something in my gaze, as I stared back at her, for her lips broke into a broad grin, white teeth flashing.

“You know our offer still stands,” she said, reaching out and linking fingers with her sister, the smaller woman biting her lips and pressing her soft breasts together artfully as her sister spoke. “Perhaps next time you come by the House…”

“I believe we have a deal,” Grace said, standing and smoothly cutting in. “Perhaps later we can… renegotiate.”

Sylvia laughed and stood, reaching out to shake the woman’s hand and mine as I stood. Her grip was warm, and her eyes held a delicious promise in them. Lilliana wasn’t content to merely shake my hand, and she pressed herself to me, my hand “accidentally” slipping between the soft, warm flesh of her breasts for a second as she mouthed “Oops!” and winked.

The women all stepped outside and bade their farewells. We agreed that Jasmine would move in as soon as we were able and arranged to collect her and her things the next day. We stood on the porch and waved as we watched them ride off, and I couldn’t help but let my eyes linger on the women’s delicious curves until they were far out of sight.
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Ifelt Delilah press her firm young body to my back and reach around and hug me tight, one hand sliding down the front of my pants, surprising me as she grabbed my cock through the material.

“You know today’s Sunday,” she said, a heat entering her voice. “It's supposed to be a day of rest… I think we all deserve a good rest… how about you?”

I turned in her arms and bent my head down to press my lips against hers. She was right. In truth, there was much that could be done, but we all could use the break.

The sound of sloshing water came to me, and I looked up to see Esther hauling a large pot of water out from the kitchen where they’d set it to boiling. Grace was pouring another into the large tub. The water steamed the chill late morning air, and I felt a shiver run down my spine, but it had nothing to do with the temperature.

Delilah pulled me close to the tub and slowly drew my clothes as we walked. I did the same with her, loving the feel of her smooth firm skin beneath my touch. By the time we drew abreast of the tub, we were both fully nude.

She dropped to her knees, and looking up with an eager grin, took my cock into her hot little mouth. No sooner had she coated my dick in her saliva before she was standing and spinning around, presenting her smooth little ass to me.

“Fuck me, John,” she begged, “hard and fast… please!”

We stood out in the open, the sunlight baking on our skin and the cool breeze pebbling our flesh as I pressed my cock into her tight wet folds. I took her fast and hard and nearly came when Grace stepped before us with another pot of hot water. She was watching us out of the corner of her eyes as she carefully poured the water into the tub. Her daughter was crying out in bliss as I railed her.

When she was finally done, Grace turned to look full at us and bit her bottom lip. I felt Delilah cum on my cock, her tight little pussy convulsing around it, narrow lips stretched tight.

“Oh… Momma!” the girl cried out, her eyes locked on her mom’s as she came.

I couldn’t hold back any longer, and with a bellow, I filled the girl’s womb, my hands gripping her hips and holding her tightly against me. Then we sagged forward against the tub. Delilah turned and gave me a quick kiss, then stood and twisted her hair into a bun atop her head.

The girl threw on her white shift and took up my strewn clothes. Humming to herself, all the while, she headed inside a smile of contentment on her face. I turned to look at Grace and found the woman half undressed, stripping quickly as she stared at my thick, cum slick cock. She saw that I’d caught her, and she blushed a pretty shade of pink and came around the tub, pressing me back and into the warm waters.

“Let's clean you off,” she said, “before we get you all dirty again.”

“We?” I asked with a laugh.

“Oh yes,” Esther said from behind me, and I turned in surprise to find her slipping her naked slender form into the tub as well, pressing tightly against my back. “We… mhmm, do you have more of that stuff for us, big boy?”

“Jesus,” I said turning back and seeing the real reason for Grace’s blush. She met my eyes, and I saw nothing but love and excitement in hers. “I love you,” the words slipped out, and I saw her face crumple as tears grew in her eyes. I refused to let her cry through as I pulled her into a one-armed embrace and kissed her deeply, crushing her massive tits against my ribs. Turning, I looked at Esther and grinned to see the deep blush form on her face, for she had already read in my expression what I was going to say.

“I love you too,” I said, and she shook her head, adorably shy and kissed me hard.

She said nothing, but her long slender fingers slipped down into the warm waters and gripped my cock.

“Please, John,” Grace whispered from my side, turning in my arm. “I need it… just like Delilah, hard and fast… please.”

She bent over the edge of the tub and pressed her naked ass to me, my cock slipping between her thighs. Esther pressed the fat head of my cock to her friend’s wet lips. Slipping my fingers into the crook of Grace’s hip, I pulled the gorgeous woman back into me as her tall, slender friend kissed my neck and lips with a fiery passion.

The water sloshed as I took her with powerful thrusts, loving the way her massive breasts swayed against the edges of the tub with every thrust. Her tightness came on my cock multiple times, but she wouldn’t release me from her clutches until I’d left a deposit in her womb. She leaned back into me, my hands filled with her breasts as I hammered into her, my cock throbbing with orgasm. Turning her head our lips met in a passionate kiss as I came deep within her.

As I held her, recovering from my powerful orgasm, I saw her lips move in silent prayer as she hoped my seed took root. My heart swelled all the bigger, and my cock throbbed within her cum-drenched depths.

Grace’s eyes flashed open, and she looked at me with a weak grin.

“You’re… still hard… I can feel it growing in me… harder… oh, Esther, you need to feel it.” She gave me a quick hard kiss then pushed me back out of her.

Esther was bent over and ready, biting her bottom lip in anticipation as Grace pressed me into the woman’s blonde pussy. I gripped her slender waist and kissed Grace with deep, passionate kisses. I took Esther hard and fast, loving her high-pitched cries of pleasure that rang out across the mountains, hoping Sylvia, her sister, and daughter, heard it too.

Grace slipped her hand down between our thrusting bodies and teased Esther’s engorged clit, causing the woman to cum on my cock with a screaming shudder. Her slender folds were gripping me and milking my dick. When I came, it was with a shuddering loss of rhythm as I dumped my cum as deeply into her body as I could.

“Oh god, I feel it,” Esther breathed out to Grace, “so deep in me… so much… mhmm.”

The rest of the morning we spent lazily bathing one another. Each woman rode me briefly in the tub, water sloshing all around us. The most amazing moment for me was when they sat me on the edge, and both knelt before me, not letting me move from that spot until I’d covered both of their faces in my cum.

I lay naked upon the last of the green grass and let the warm afternoon sun put me to sleep. The nap took me into the land of dreams, but no dream could beat the reality I left behind. Grace and Esther napped beside me, as Delilah cooked a feast within the house. Soon things would become a lot more complicated, but for now, at this moment, the world was perfect.
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Every morning the same blue jay greets me. His endless trilling song would be annoying if I let it. Instead, I feel sorry for the poor guy, endlessly searching for love. As I stood in the doorway of my cabin, the slumbering bodies of those I loved behind me, I felt at peace with the natural world.

I love being up and moving when it’s still dark out. Every chore completed feels like it’s done before the day even begins. The sounds of wind in the trees accompanied the morning bird songs, and I felt a chill cut through my jacket. It had been growing colder and colder of late, and I thought I smelled snow on the air, but the skies were clear.

A sound caused me to turn my head, and I saw Grace stepping out of the house, her thin white nightgown swirling around her legs in the light wind. Her dark hair whipped out behind her, and I was staggered for a long moment by her incredible beauty. More than her symmetrical features and perfectly sculpted lips and body, it was her poise. The woman carried herself as though she were a queen approaching her king.

Her pale blue eyes shone in the starlight. The pale light from the horizon, not reaching us yet. I felt my spine stiffen under her regard, feeling unworthy, and seen at the same time. She stepped close, and I folded her in my arms, feeling her shiver slightly.

“You should put on some clothes,” I said, with a grin, smelling the herbal scent of her hair.

“What would be the fun in that?” she asked with a little grin. Turning in my arms she watched the horses Delilah was training, graze. “You’re heading into town today to bring back Ms. Sylvia’s daughter.”

“I am,” I said, curious where she was going with this.

“You still remember your promise to me?”

“I do,” I said, gentler this time, but when Grace turned to me, I didn’t see the jealousy or anger I worried I might. Her face was soft and understanding as she reached up and cupped my cheek in a cool palm.

“I’m not blind, John,” she said. “I knew the moment I saw Sylvia that you wanted her, and it’s obvious she wants you. But what we’re building here is more than—”

“Hush,” I said, resting a calloused finger across her thick, soft lips. “You don’t have to say anything. What we’re building here is more important than that, I know. But by now you should know I’d never do anything to destroy this… or anything to break this intimacy.”

Her lips pressed together in a warm smile as she reached up, drawing my head down into a passionate kiss. When she pulled back a few moments later, drawing in a ragged breath, large nipples pressing hard against her soft white nightdress, she smiled wickedly up at me.

“Don’t mistake me,” she said, fingers toying with the buttons of my pants. “I plan to watch you mount that filly and make her yours… but not until she’s begging for it… not until she offers up her heart, wealth, and soul…” Her small fingers pulled my hardening cock out into the chill morning air. “And not a moment before.”

Licking her lips with an eager grin that I’d come to recognize and love, Grace dropped into a squat, holding her dress out of the dirt with one hand and wrapping her other around the base of my stiff member.

Her hot tongue slid from between thick lips and caressed the head of my cock. I sighed in pleasure as she kissed the head several times, tongue teasing the underside. Then her soft lips slipped over the head and took me in deep. Reaching down, I took her head in my hands, working my cock in and out of her mouth, loving the wet sounds of pleasure it elicited from her.

Unable to hold back from touching her form a moment longer, I took a firm fist full of her hair and pulled her to her feet. Grace yelped in surprised pleasure, knees pressing together hard as she bit her bottom lip, gazing at me with wide-eyed desire.

Using the control, my grip offered me I pressed her back into the fence rail, bending her back. Kissing my way down her slender neck, the feel of soft skin on my lips, trembling beneath my hot breath, was terrific.

My rough, calloused hand slipped between her soft thighs, and I grinned as they parted eagerly. Fingers slid along the outside of her wetness, teasing her outer lips and rubbing gently just above the clit. I loved the moan of pleasure she gave that picked up in pitch as my finger slipped inside her. Then my hand slid up her stomach and cupped one large breast as I drew her lips to mine, holding her close.

Our kisses were passion filled, and movements almost desperate as she spun beneath me and gripped the fence, my thick cock slipping between her thighs. She rolled her hips up, and my dick dug into her pussy, rubbing on her clit. The sight of Grace biting her bottom lip, back arched like a cat as she ground her pussy along my cock was fucking incredible.

I took hold of her hips in two hands, gripping her around the waist as my dick slipped into her hot tight pussy. The familiar softness enfolded my girth, and I sighed in pleasure, not stopping until all of my length was buried deep, her dripping sex accommodating me comfortably.

There were no words, not loud and desperate grunts. One I was within her all was right with the world, and we took our time. The sun rose before us, the world awakened, all the while I slid in and out of Grace with slow, powerful thrusts.

At one point, she dropped her head, reaching back to grip my wrist as her thigh shivered and her pussy fluttered around my cock, cumming with agonizing slowness. But I never relented as I continued to fuck in and out of her with steady rhythm and strength. My own orgasm was building and building approaching ever so slowly. I would not be rushed, not with the sight of Grace’s massive breasts swaying so wonderfully, the feel of her tightness surrounding me, and the morning light kissing my face.

Grace arched her back once more, her soft walls trembling around my dick as she rose up on her tiptoes, her breath hissing in short sharp gasps. I reached up, drawing her to me and cupping one massive breast, pinching the nipple. My breath hot on her neck, our bodies locked against one another on the cusp of orgasm. My cock was so thick and hard. I thought it might explode, and then it did, gushing forth copious amounts of cum deep into Grace’s womb as she shivered in orgasm against me.

We stood, slowly catching our breath and separating with trembling hands. She gave me one of her secretive smiles as she settled her nightgown into place and slipped back to the house. The chickens were up, and sounds were coming from the house, and I heard Esther greet Grace as she stepped in.

Breathing deep of the morning air, I let the sun bake my face for a few more long moments, enjoying the warmth for a few seconds before the chill winds stole it away.

“Momma says I’m coming with you into town,” Delilah said from behind, startling me with how quiet she moved.

“It will be nice to have you along,” I said, turning a smile on the gorgeous blonde teen. “Nice to have a chance to run the horses as well.”

“That’s what I was thinking.” She stepped up beside me and looked out at the paddock. “I think the painted mare would be good for Jasmine. She’s sweet-natured but still can get up and go if need be.”

“That sounds fine,” I said with a nod, resting my hand on the girl's shoulder as she leaned against me, “but we’re going to need a saddle, blanket, bridle, and tack for the girl, don’t forget that.”

“I was planning on lending her my old saddle,” Delilah said. “It will fit her well enough until we can get better. She looked like some Spanish princess, didn’t she, John?”

“She’s lovely,” I said. “Does it upset you that I’m supposed to marry her?”

Delilah thought about it for a long moment, and I was reassured that she was giving it real thought. I’d been thinking about that earlier in the morning, wondering how bringing Jasmine into our dynamic might change things.

“I don’t think it will,” she said finally, “but it depends on what kind of person she is. If she treats you well and is kind to me, Momma and Esther. And if she helps out around the place, like a good wife should. Then I think it would be grand to have her as a sister-wife.”

I started at that and glanced down at the beautiful teen.

“Sister-wife?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at her.

“I got plans for you, mister,” she said, grinning up at me, her firm round ass grinding against my crotch for one delicious second. Then she slipped out from under my arm, her blonde hair bobbing as she ran out into the paddock.

The horses all came in when she drew close, looking for carrots and treats she always carried for them. Delilah was a wonder with animals, horses especially, I was coming to find out. I traipsed back into the house after cleaning off my boots to find Grace had a platter of bacon, fried potatoes, and eggs waiting for me.

Esther and I spoke about her plans for the mine that day, and I let them both know Delilah would be coming into town with me.

“It will be good for the girl to get away with you,” Esther said with an approving nod. “Get a little sun and see some of the country. Plus, if I have to hear her beg me one more time to let her go riding… I swear she can be relentless when she really wants something.”

“Just keep her by your side,” Grace said. “I know you’ll be going into The House. It will be good for her to see what an establishment like that out here in wild country is like. I don’t want her out of your sight for even a second.”

“I understand,” I said, nodding. “I’ll gather Jasmine and be back by sunset. If we get delayed for some reason, just stay holed up here in the mountains. Few in town know where this place is, and besides Sylvia and her sister, no one knows it’s exact location.”

“That’s small comfort if you don’t come back,” Esther said. “You make sure that doesn’t happen. Take your pa’s rifle. I cleaned it up, and it’s a finer piece than you have. Give yours to Delilah. Since she’s started to listen, she’s been improving quickly.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, scraping my plate with the last piece of crispy bacon, “let's get out to the range. I don’t want to skip a day, not if we can help it.”

Grace and Delilah were eager for target practice, and Esther was right; the girl had undoubtedly improved over a short time. She was no sharpshooter, but she could hit a log a hundred paces off, nine times out of ten when she had a steady position.

I felt uncomfortable at first, lying down with my father's rifle. The smooth butt pressed up against my cheek smelled of him, the scents reminding me of countless mornings spent duck hunting with him. Some of my earliest memories were of him teaching me to shoot back east. I put the thoughts aside, though, and focused on zeroing the weapon and getting myself comfortable with it.

Esther had been right. My father's rifle had a smoother action than mine and hit targets farther out with more accuracy. After thirty rounds downrange, I felt far more comfortable about carrying it with me from now on. As we prepared to leave, I stowed it in my leather saddle holster after giving it a good wipe down.

“You two hurry back now,” Grace said to Delilah as Esther double-checked the girls saddle straps and tied a package of lunch to the back. “I’ll have a stew bubbling and two fresh loaves of bread ready. The starter is nice and frothy now.”

“I love you too, Momma,” Delilah said with a broad smile as she hugged her mom. She rolled her eyes at me, suppressing a wider grin and peeled herself away.

“Remember,” I said, “if anyone comes by—”

“I know,” Grace said, clasping her hands before her waist and smiling up at me patiently. “The rifles will be loaded and ready near the door. Don’t let anyone within a hundred feet of the house without a bit of lead in them.”

“Yeah,” I said with a grin.

I stood there for one long moment, appreciating how amazing she was, and then turned to fold Esther into a warm hug. The slender blonde didn’t let me get away without a lingering kiss that left my heart racing. Then she stepped away, a crooked grin dimpling one cheek as she raised an eyebrow at the tent in my pants.

Thankfully I managed not to blush as I hauled myself up into the saddle. Esther put her arm around Grace’s shoulders and waved after us as we rode out of the valley. The two women were so different and yet had found equal places in my heart.

Another equal portion of my heart was shared with the blonde angel riding beside me, gazing up at the bird-filled treetops with a wide grin. Her horse Copper was a sturdy mare, that could easily be mistaken for a slow and plodding horse. A more in-depth inspection would find that she was strong and had excellent spacing between fetlock and forelimb and would surprise many with her speed and endurance. My own brown horse I’d ridden to town last time, and it had proven a good mount. He felt strong, and I sensed reserves never tapped in him, but so far, we’d done little more than canter.
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Once out of the valley, we wound our way down into the lower mountains and foothills. Delilah led us out into broad grass fields and brought her mare up to a run. The young mare she was bringing for Jasmine trailed behind on a lead, both horses with necks stretched out, hooves thundering across the fields.

My brown stallion darted after the first time Delilah put her mare to a run, eager to be racing, and I let him have his head. The animal was a stayer, able to run for miles and miles, but he was nothing compared to Copper. That horse was fast as the wind when it wished to be, and only wore a faint sheen of sweat when we stopped after our second long run down a rolling slope.

Delilah was laughing in joy as we walked the horses up the next slope, and she turned, looking all around us. I thought she was appreciating the magnificent view of the plains on the far horizon and sparkling blue of lakes and rivers peeking through here and there, but then I noticed the familiar sparkle of lust in her playful eyes.

“Momma said you two stopped and had a picnic last time you came into town,” Delilah said, her sweet voice far too innocent. “I happen to have a blanket in my saddlebags, and I missed breakfast.”

“I think you skipped breakfast on purpose,” I said, teasing her gently. I gave her a wink and pointed down the slope to a small patch of thick green grasses with a little pond fed by a creek. “That looks like a good place to let the horses graze and drink. We shouldn’t stay too long though, it feels like the weather might turn.”

“The skies are clear,” Delilah said, looking up. “Just a few clouds in the west.”

“Probably nothing,” I said in reply. I didn’t want to admit that I’d packed several old furs in my saddle blankets and tried to shift so she couldn’t see them peeking out the bulging sides.

“We’ll be quick,” Delilah said, throwing a smile back at me as she cantered down the slope.

Watching her blue eyes sparkle and the way her large firm breasts swayed beneath her top, I wasn’t so sure about that, but there was no way I was going to argue or complain. I rode behind her, appreciating how well she rode. Some people grow up in the saddle and ride like they were born there, and a rare few have the gift innately. Delilah was one of the latter. Whether at a run, a canter, or a walk, she rode as graceful as a fish swam in water.

We let the horses drink, and I tied them up to graze while Delilah laid out a large red and blue wool blanket. She unwrapped the lunch her mother had packed, dried meats, apples, a block of cheese, and some hard biscuits. She slipped a steel flask from her pocket, and I stared at it with a questioning frown.

“It was in the bandit's gear,” she said with a blush. “I was going to throw it away, but it’s got blackberry brandy in it… it tastes like syrup and makes me all warm and fuzzy inside.”

I laughed at her impish grin and sat beside her. We ate a surprisingly full meal and had long sips off her flask, finishing it off and getting a nice merry buzz going. The insects buzzed about as we spoke of the farm and Delilah’s plans for it.

She was dead set on certain things and couldn’t be dissuaded, only letting her mind be changed if it was demonstrated there was a better way. More often than not, there wasn’t. Where her mother had mastery over herself and her surroundings, Delilah seemed to have a master of animals and growing things.

I had in my head a specific style of barn, with stalls and a loft for hay and tools, tall and peaked. Enough for a few horse stalls and maybe a place for a milking cow. But Delilah talked about having a low horse barn with stalls for several types of animals. Extra stalls in case animals were sick or needed to be tied down. She talked about how to construct the roof to withstand snow and wind and still offer cover and ventilation for the animals housed within.

“And we need a loafing shed for sheep and goats. I think sheep would be best, we can sell the wool or spin it ourselves, once you get a few more wives. But goats milk is so wonderful, and Momma knows how to make the finest cheeses. Plus, their little babies are the cutest.”

“You sure do have a lot of plans,” I said, leaning back on one elbow and popping the last of the cheese into my mouth.

“You haven’t even heard the good stuff,” Delilah said, turning and leaning her back against my stomach and chest, using me like a seat rest. “Momma plans to invest your gold in some interesting ways for you.”

“For us,” I said, reaching up and massaging the girl's neck, her warm, soft hair tickling the back of my arm.

“Has there ever been a man as sweet and handsome as you?” She smiled at me warmly and bent down to kiss my lips.

The sun was behind her, framing her youthful features in a halo of glowing gold as it lit up her hair. Her soft lips met mine, and I was reminded how sweet she tasted, pink tongue darting into my mouth to tease my own.

Sitting up, I held her close with one arm around her back while the other slipped up the front of her dress to gather a large handful of her firm young breast. Delilah sighed in pleasure and took little nibbles of my bottom lip as we made out. I massaged the firm young tit and felt her large nipple grow hard beneath the material. Slipping free the top few buttons, I moved my hand inside her dress, needing to feel the soft flesh.

“You make me feel like an angel when you hold me in your arms,” Delilah said, snuggling beneath my chin, kissing my neck as I teased her. “You know I used to lay in bed back east and dream of the perfect mountain man… tall and handsome, kind, and powerful… a man who could keep me safe and make me feel beautiful and loved.” She turned her head up, staring into my eyes and licked her bottom lip. “I never dreamed we’d be so lucky. You’re more than I could have ever dreamed of, John…”

“Oh, Delilah,” I said, feeling emotions swirling up in me, choking off my words.

I crushed her against me, holding her tight as I kissed her sweet lips. What I couldn’t say with my words, I decided to show her with actions. Pressing her back to the blanket, I pushed her dress up and over her head, taking a long second to appreciate her teenaged perfection beneath the bright sunlight. Her big firm breasts stood out proud on her chest even as she lay on her back, slender pale legs pressed together. The thatch of blonde hairs between her thighs glistened with her wetness.

Her perfection arrested me, and I knelt at her feet, spreading her shy legs and taking in her beautiful body. Delilah blushed for one second under my regard, then she spread her legs wide, hands sliding up her sides to cup her massive breasts, pinching and pulling at the nipples. The sight incensed me, and I bent forward, eliciting a gasp of shock from the girl as my lips met with her wet pussy.

“Oh, John!” Delilah moaned as my tongue teased down her outer lips. “Kiss it… yessss… right there… oh god… if you keep doing that… I’m going to…!”

The girl was so sensitive that I’d barely begun to work my tongue beneath the hood of her clit when she started to cum. Licking around the hard little nub in slow circles, I drew out her pleasure. However, when I slid a finger down her pussy lips, and accidentally grazed her tightest hole, she gripped my head tight between her thighs, screaming out in ecstasy.

Long seconds Delilah lay there, chest red, sweat popping out on her skin as she caught her breath. I moved up beside her, loving the sight of the gorgeous girl coming down from an orgasm I’d given her.

“At the end…” she said, cheeks blushing a furious shade of red and unable to meet my eyes. “You… and I just went… can you… do that again sometime?”

I laughed, deep belly laughs at her reaction, and she turned, a frown of annoyance on her face that faded into a shy grin as I folded her into my arms.

“I would love to,” I whispered in her hair, “and if you’re really good, maybe I’ll even use my tongue.”

Delilah shivered in my arms, despite the baking sun, and looked up at me with bright, eager eyes, nodding. Her little hands pressed me back to the blanket, moving quickly as they undid my shirt and pants, slipping them off my legs.

“I am going to be so good to you,” she said, licking her lips as she slipped a hand around the base of my dick, and stroking it slowly, the other resting on my thigh. “You’re not getting off this blanket until I drain this mighty thing dry.”

She bent low and planted a kiss just beneath the tip, and I bit my bottom lip, taking in the sight of her firm tits swaying and the swell of her hips behind. Then her soft lips slipped over the thick head, and I dropped my head back and sighed out in pleasure.

Delilah took me deep into her throat, the wet sounds of her sucking mouth filling the morning air. The girl moved up close, her legs parting my thighs as she wrapped her other hand around the shaft, fingers working in tandem as she rose and fell on my dick.

Each time I felt my orgasm draw close, she would back off, licking and kissing down the shaft softly and gripping the base in a tight ring of fingers and thumbs. After the second time, I lifted my head, frustrated, and saw her wicked grin.

She crawled up my body, still gripping my cock and pressing it into her wetness. Her slender thighs slipped down either side of my hips, and I sat up, drawing her into a deep kiss as she sat on my cock.

We both breathed sighs of pleasure as her tightness engulfed my cock. Then the girl was rocking her hips, nipping and biting my bottom lips as she worked my dick all the way into her depths.

Falling back on the blanket, we lost ourselves in the rhythm of need, my hands on the soft skin of her hips and ass, gripping hard and guiding her as she rose and fell, taking my cock from tip to root with each thrust.

“John… oh, John!”

The girl cried into my shoulder as she came on my cock. The sensation of her shivering body was too much for me and I flooded her womb. We lay for long minutes, hands tracing one another's bare skin, letting the sun warm us. Then Delilah gave a cute little mewl of pleasure and slid off me, curling up and drawing my arm around her.

“We should head into town,” I said, but the girl just wiggled closer, gripping my hand firmly.

“Just a little longer,” she said. “I love it when you hold me.”

So I did. The sound of bugs buzzing and the wind in the treetops almost lulled me into a doze. The busty little teen wouldn’t have any of it though. After a couple minutes of relaxing, she started to shift her round ass against me, my cock sliding between her ass cheeks.

Delilah turned back, reaching up and drawing me into a deep kiss. I felt her fingers slip over the head of my dick as she rocked her hips. For one long second, my dick pressed against her tiny backdoor, and I sensed she wanted to push back onto me, then she shifted, and my cock slipped into her pussy.

We made love there on the blankets, slow and lazy. With her back to me and us on our sides, her whole body was open to my sight and exploring hands. The girl went really wild when I took her hand in mine and slipped it between her legs, moving her fingers over her clit as I drove into her with harder and harder thrusts. She rubbed her little clit to a massive orgasm as I pumped another load deep into her.
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When we cleaned up, standing and shaking out the blanket, Delilah's hair was a wild mane. As she stuffed the sheet into her saddlebags and got ready to mount up, I couldn’t help myself, dragging her back over and bending her over. The girl gave a delighted giggle that turned into a squeal of pleasure as I drove into her in one hard thrust.

Skirts flipped over her waist, hair, and firm teen titties bouncing with each thrust, I had a flash of déjà vu. Only hours earlier, her mother had been bent over before me, making similar-sounding moans of pleasure as my dick dragged in and out of her wetness. Coating my thumb in her juices, I slid it over her tiny star-shaped opening, and Delilah arched her back, whipping her hair over her head and crying out in shocked pleasure.

“Yes!” she screamed, startling birds in a tree nearby. “There! Oh, fuck, right there!”

We came together, my hand slipping under her dress and gripping a handful of firm tit, as she drove her ass back into me hard. She was laughing as we slowly struggled to our feet, pushing her skirts down as she turned into my chest and rested her head on it.

“Are all men as… needy as you, John?” she asked with a gentle smile as she looked up at me. “Or are we just lucky?”

I didn’t have an answer for her, and she just patted my cheek. I saw more than a hint of her mother in her, and the woman she would grow into. She had a timeless beauty that would only ripen with age. When she managed to find this calm poise more often, she would become a truly formidable woman.

The rest of our ride to town was uneventful other than the first dark clouds came rolling over the mountain peaks to the west. We saw the first buildings an hour before noon and passed into the outer edges of town. The streets were mostly empty, the day quiet as most folks were out in the fields. A few womenfolk walked here and there on errands, but for the most part, the town was quiet.

Dismounting outside the general store, we tied off our mounts. Delilah came around, and her eyes were full of excitement as she looked around the small mountain town. Her eyes lit on the saloon, and she glanced at me.

“We shouldn’t,” I said, shaking my head, but her eyes grew wide as saucers, and I couldn’t say no to that adorable face.

“Please, John,” she said, hands clasped and massive breasts press together alluringly. “I’ve always wanted to see the inside of a saloon.”

“Ok,” I said, finally relenting, “but only one drink, and then we gather up Jasmine. I don’t want to be stuck here any longer than we have to.”

“Deal!” she said, flashing her bright white teeth in a delighted grin.

It was impossible to be upset with her, and I put aside my worries as I held open the swinging half-door for her to enter. The taproom was mostly empty with only two tables occupied in the middle of the day.

I held out a chair for Delilah to have a seat and felt eyes crawling across my back. Glancing around as I headed to the bar, I saw one of the tables had two townsmen at it. One man passed out drunk, and the other was well on his way. The other table had three men in rough clothing. The smaller of the three was staring at Delilah with avid interest, licking his lips as he did. The larger of the three was leaned back in his chair, and I felt my hackles rise when I realized he was larger than me. The cold, almost dead regard of the man's eyes was, oddly, more of a challenge than any curse spit by another.

It was the third man who made me nervous. He was of medium height and build with little to set him apart, except for sharp dark eyes. His were the eyes I felt boring into my back, and he watched me now, a hint of recognition on his face that made me uneasy.

I ordered two glasses of whiskey from the barkeep, figuring if Delilah wanted to visit a tavern she should get the real experience. When I turned back around with the drinks, the three men were leaving, the small man licking his lips as he cast one last longing look at Delilah before stepping out. The sharp-eyed fellow threw a final look back at me before following his companions. They mounted up and rode off, and I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that crawled along my spine as I sat down.

Delilah was none the wiser as she sniffed her whiskey and grinned. She took a small sip and coughed from its harsh taste.

“It’s no blackberry brandy,” I said with a laugh, tossing my own glass back, knowing not to let the vile stuff touch my tongue. The “whiskey” in mining towns was usually nothing more than brown moonshine with a handful of sugar tossed in after it’s barreled.

“It’s great,” she said, breathing in sharply at the burn in the back of her throat. “So tell me,” she said, looking around, “where are the card players, the ladies, the piano with its jaunty song and the drunken brawls?”

“You want to see those things?” I asked.

“Of course!” she said, and I was reminded once again of the wild spirit in the girl. “I guess it doesn’t get too crazy during the day. We should come back sometime at night.”

“We definitely should not do that,” I said, feeling a little glow from the drink.

“Aww, come on, I know you could protect me.” She wrapped her arm around my bicep and sidled up close. I spotted the barkeep shake his head and mutter to himself, a pained look of envy on his face.

“The best kind of fight,” I said, taking her glass and downing the rest of it, “is the one that never happens. Come on.” I drew her to her feet. “We should get this taken care of.”

“I was drinking that!” she said as we walked out, and I caught a hint of a slur to her words and figured I’d done the wiser thing in finishing it for her.

She didn’t argue after I let her keep her arm wrapped in mine, and the girl wore a wide grin as we walked across the road to The House. The whorehouse was just as I remembered it. The long building gave no hint on the outside of all that took place within.

When we stepped into the shadowed interior, I saw the same old woman, the same obscene display of soft cleavage on display as she sat at a table with a bottle of tequila. She looked up when we entered and gave me a grin. This time I noticed the shotgun laying alongside one of her legs, positioned so she could raise it a foot and blast whoever came through the front door wanting to start trouble.

“You came back,” she said with a bleary-eyed grin. “Couldn’t stay away from old Mary, could ya? Want me to teach that pretty little thing how to treat a man as fine as yourself?”

“You can gum his dick all you want,” Delilah said with a touch of sass, “but you really think he wants to look down and see you kneeling before him when he could have me?”

“Oh, ho ho!” Mary cackled, pouring out another shot of mescal. “You got yourself a tongue girl. Good for you. But keep your lip buttoned when you’re upstairs if you know what's good for you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Delilah said, giving the woman a deep curtsy meant more for a ballroom than a whorehouse. That caused the older woman to give another hearty laugh before tossing back her tequila.

“Head on up, sir, they’re waiting for you in the Mistresses office.”

We passed the bald-headed, soft-featured guards who were posted throughout the building and Sylvia’s office. I felt the same odd revulsion at their appearances as I did the first time seeing them. I wasn’t sure what it was about them, but something just seemed off. A towering seven-foot black man outside the office door let us in without making me hand over my weapons, which I thought was a victory.

The large office was warmly lit and filled with the sweet smell of tobacco. Sylvia and Lilliana lounged in comfortable chairs near the fireplace, with glasses of clear tequila in their hands.

“Welcome, John,” Sylvia said, her voice sending shivers down my spine with its seductive warmth. “And you girl. Delilah, was it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Delilah said, dropping a curtsy to the woman out of habit. Once again it caused Sylvia and Lilliana to chuckle in amusement.

“Lilly, have the girls bring in drinks for your guests and then gather up Jasmine.” She looked at me with an apologetic shrug. “The girl’s having cold feet this morning. Didn’t even want to get out of bed.”

“Is everything ok?” I asked as I took a seat in a chair opposite Sylvia. Delilah sat in the chair beside mine, staring in open fascination at the Madame and her sister.

“Everything is fine, dear,” Sylvia said, flashing a bright white smile, as her sister slipped from the room. “Tell me about your ride in, did you encounter any trouble?”

“No, ma’am,” Delilah said in answer. “It was a beautiful ride. Had a nice picnic near an oak tree and beneath the warm sun.”

“That sounds lovely,” Sylvia said, turning the full force of her personality to bear on Delilah. “That’s a nice dress, dear, where did you get it from?”

“Thank you,” Delilah said, blushing and running her hands down the skirts. “I stitched it myself using an old dress of my momma’s as the pattern.”

“Well, that’s a rare skill,” Sylvia said. “Can you do it with any style of dress?”

“I don’t know,” Delilah said. “I suppose so if I got to practice more. Momma can recreate anything with needle and thread after just a glance, so I know it’s possible.”

“John, do you mind if I steal Delilah here for a few minutes? I have a wardrobe of the finest European dresses that are the most beautiful styles, but the most dreadful colors.”

“Of course,” I said, standing and helping the two to their feet.

“Just wait here, dear,” Sylvia said, patting my cheek with one soft hand. “It wouldn’t interest a man. My girls will be in with a drink in a moment. Have a smoke, relax.”

Delilah flashed me an eager grin as she slipped out the small side door with Sylvia. I could see a small apartment within, complete with a narrow bed and a large makeup table and mirror. Then the view was cut off as the door swung shut. I retook my seat, breathing out a sigh of annoyance, and just as I did, the entrance to the office opened, and two young women came in bearing drinks.
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Ifelt my heart almost seize at the vision of twin beauty before me. Pale narrow faces with large dark eyes and thick red lips looked out at me from under straight, jet black hair. My heart was racing as they came in, one bearing a tray with four drinks and the second with a fifth drink held almost reverently in her hands.

The twins were dressed in identical outfits of black and white. The skirts short, and tops tight, laced in ruffles, and designed to highlight their incredible bodies. They were both small and slender, with perfect eighteen-year-old nubile frames, firm and supple. The latter came over to me and bent low, presenting me with the drink she held in both hands as she gazed up at me through impossibly long lashes.

“Sir,” the girl said as I took the drink from her. “Can I get you anything else? Anything at all?”

As she stood and folded her hands, she pressed them to her flat stomach and leaned back slightly. The placement of her hands and the angle she stood at caused her white panties to peek through the bottoms of her skirt, and I felt my cock throb despite myself.

“No,” I said, dropping my gaze. “This is fine, thank you.”

I took a sip of the harsh tequila and noticed the second twin had dropped off her last drink, taking care to set square patches of cloth beneath each. She came over and stood beside her sister, both mere feet before my knees. As I glanced up, eyes swimming a little, from the drinks earlier, I assumed, I tasted mint on the back of my tongue. Swallowing and trying to get rid of the taste, I felt sweat pop out all over my skin, and then my heart was pounding, blood rushing through my ears.

“Mistress never told us—” began the twin on the left.

“How handsome you are,” finished the twin on the right.

“How are you feeling, sir?” The girl on the left asked, biting her tongue and swishing her skirts side to side, flashing me even more of her white panties as she grinned devilishly. “Is there anything—”

“Else we can do for you?” the twin on the right purred slowly, biting her bottom lip, eyes bright as she watched me.

I struggled to focus on their words. My heart was racing and blood pounding through my veins, mind scattered as my lust grew to an almost uncontrollable level. I heard my knuckles pop and realized I was gripping the armrest of the chair so hard the wood was creaking.

“Are you ok, sir?” asked the twin on the right, bending forward and resting a hand on my forehead. The contact lit a fire in my loins. Even more so when I looked down and saw round teen tits hovering before my face.

The wave of feverish feeling disappeared and, in its wake was left such a boiling sea of lust that, for one moment, I was blinded by it. My cock throbbed, nearly tearing a hole through my pants, and rational thoughts were hard to hold on to. I looked up at the twin teenagers and almost lurched out of my chair, mind filled with the notion of ravaging their little bodies.

Suddenly there was a loud crack, and all three of us looked down to see that my grip had snapped the chair in half, splintering the wood and even tearing through the fabric of the cushion, feathers covering the floor.

I blinked, finding a measure of reason for one precious second and clung to it for all I was worth. Desire and lust were trying to take control, and I marshaled all my willpower, mastering myself.

“I am… ok,” I said, looking up at the girls and releasing them. Stepping back on shaky legs, I asked, “Was there something in that drink?”

“Christina, look,” breathed one of the twins staring down. The other followed her gaze, eyes widening and lips parting in evident desire.

“Oh my… It looks so painful, sir. Please allow us to help… Carmen, he’s ready.”

The girl bit her bottom lip, sliding a hand up my thigh and over my hardness, causing me to groan out in pleasure as her sister turned and bent over, reaching back and flipping up her skirt, showing me the wet spot on her white panties. Her sister moved beside her and pushed the girl's panties down, flashing me an eager grin as her sister's ass and bald pink lips were revealed. The twin bent over, looking back and biting her bottom lip, matching her adorable sister's expression perfectly.

The lust swelled in me again, nearly clouding out all other thought, and I half lurched up forward, but then a whisper of rational thought crept in, and I realized that none of this was right. I wasn’t acting like myself at all and was on the cusp of breaking my promise to Grace. That thought was like cold water down my spine, and I crossed my arms and gave a firm shake of my head.

“No,” I said, my tongue thick and numb in my mouth. “That will be all. Thank you.”

“Let us pleasure you, sir,” the kneeling twin said an edge of desperation in her voice. “You’re so handsome and—”

“My sister and I want to so bad,” finished the other twin, real eagerness in her voice, almost an edge of pleading.

“No!” I said tone edged in anger, causing the girls to jump with fright.

I stoked my anger, the only thing capable of pushing back the desire that threatened to overwhelm my judgment at any moment. They looked uncertain for a moment, and suddenly things became clear. The single drink served to me, their desperation and quick, awkward seduction.

“You poisoned me,” tongue thick in my mouth, the girl's faces told me I’d guessed correctly. “Leave this room… in the next three seconds… or else…”

I wish I could have seen my face right then because whatever it looked like terrified the twins. Their faces turned white as a sheet, and they both leaped to their feet, apologizing profusely and shoving their dresses back into place.

“Sir, we are so sorry,” said one twin.

“Our mistress made us. You’ll be fine in a day—” said the other.

“Or two. Make sure you get plenty of relief… we’re still willing to—”

“We wanted you the moment we saw you.”

“If you ever want to have us both.”

“Out!” I roared, causing the girls, who had been slowly edging closer to me, to jump then dash for the door.

Just as the twins were slipping out, casting one last fearful and excited glance back, the small side door flew inwards, and Sylvia swept in. Her triumphant grin slipping when she saw the door close behind the twins, the wreckage of the chair and me standing, face a thunderhead and arms crossed. After the brief glance around, she looked at me with pursed lips.

“John, she has some of the most amazing dresses!” Delilah said, an excited grin on her face ignoring the chair and tension in the room.

A deep aching pain began in my balls. One that shot up through my guts, making me feel nauseous. The blood pounded in my head, and it was all I could do not to throw Delilah or Sylvia down, rip off their bodices and take the women right there.

“We’re going,” I said, my voice gruff.

“But we just got here,” Delilah said, her face falling.

“Go on, girl,” Sylvia said, holding the door open. “You can take whichever of the dresses you like. Give me a moment to speak with young John.”

“Ok!” Delilah said as she hurried back into the small apartment.

“Where’s Jasmine?” I asked, looking around the empty office nervously.

“She will be waiting for you downstairs,” Sylvia said, clasping her hands together and squeezing her massive breasts, causing my cock to ooze precum and throb painfully.

“You poisoned me,” I accused, trying to find my anger from earlier again.

“Such an ugly word,” Sylvia said, sliding forward across the carpet, her massive breasts bouncing delightfully with each step. “Poisoned. They simply flavored your drink with some Spanish Fly, an old family recipe, that’s all. Just to help you… relax. Many men find it beneficial.”

“Why?” I asked, stoking my anger, trying to use any edge to help me master myself.

“You are a strong-willed man,” she said, not bothering to answer my question, eyes staring at me in curiosity. “That was a powerful dose… I’ve never known a man able to make it a minute, let alone five without fucking the nearest hole in half that amount.”

Her eyes sparkled as she stepped close. I bit my tongue, tasting blood as I struggled to keep my hands at my sides.

“You have to forgive me, John,” she breathed, massive breasts brushing my chest. “I’m just a woman trying to survive in a man’s world. One who’s willing to do anything to get what she wants… anything.”

The fire in her eyes unsettled me, but thankfully Delilah spared me having to respond coming back into the room at that moment with a red silk dress covered in white lace.

“Thank you again, Sylvia!” Delilah said, coming over and wrapping the woman in a big hug.

The girl noticed my massive bulge, and her grin flashed wide before she released the taller dark-haired woman.

“It’s my pleasure, dear, now you three travel safe. Remember the invitation is open to you and your mother, feel free to visit whenever you like. You too, John,” she said, her dark eyes alighting with an inner fire. “We would love to have you back and show you a good time.”

“I will!” Delilah said, pulling me out of the room.

When we were in the hall, she glanced down at the boner, straining my pants and grinned.

“Looks like you—eep!”

She squealed in surprise when I shoved her into a small room just down the hall. The door had been ajar, and I noticed it empty. My brain was boiling in lust, my hands shaking as I gripped the girl tight.

“John!” Delilah said. “What are you… Here?! Oh, yes, here! Let them all hear us!”

We didn’t even make it to the bed. Pressing her against the wall, I pulled up her skirts, my cock so hard it felt like it might explode at any moment. I felt a moment of remorse as I ripped her panties away, and she cried out, fearing I’d hurt her, but I couldn’t be stopped. My cock was out, and I shoved it into her roughly. Pounding her hard against the wall.

“Oh, yes!” Delilah cried out, head thrown back and legs wrapped around my waist as I gripped her ass, “Fuck me… hard… use me… make me yours, John!”

Then her lips were on mine. Kisses filled with a passion and fervency that I’d never felt from her before. Nearly matching my own mad need. Her hot lips were on my neck, then my ear, teeth clamping down hard as my fingers dug into her ass.

“I’m cumming,” she panted. “Cumming on your big cock… fuck me like a whore, John, make me yours…NGGHHH!”

I barely noticed her words, all focus on my throbbing need and the relief I was finally getting from the teen’s tight pussy. As she came, my cock throbbed, and I unloaded into her depths, feeling relief from the painful ache in my balls.

With shaky limbs, she settled her feet on the ground, and we separated. I felt instant remorse and opened my mouth to apologize, cock still almost painfully erect, but the edge was taken off my drug-induced lust. Delilah placed her fingers over my lips and shook her head.

“You better not be about to apologize for the hottest, wildest and sexiest things you've ever done to me.”

I closed my mouth with an audible click of teeth, and she grinned, straightening her skirts and shaking out her hair, cheeks flush. Then she gave me a wink and slipped her arm in mine.

“Better tuck that monster away,” she said with a giggle pointing at my massive hard-on. “We shouldn’t keep Jasmine waiting any longer… unless…”

“No,” I said with a rough shake of my head. “Let's get the girl and get out of here. I’m growing to hate coming into town.”
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I’d nearly taken Delilah up on her offer and had to stifle a groan of pain as I stuffed my member into my pants, balls still aching. As we walked down the stairs, they felt swollen and tender. When we got to the bottom, and I saw Lilliana speaking quietly with the twins, I felt my anger sparked once more.

“Where is Jasmine?” I growled, voice taking on more of an edge than I intended, causing the guards along the wall to stir.

One even gripped the truncheon at his side and frowned at me. I stared a challenge back at the odd-looking man, daring him to do something. With a start, I realized I’d clenched my hands into fists and was preparing to take a step towards the guard. A gentle hand settled on my forearm, and I felt the rage drain from me as the voice of an angel spoke.

“There is no need for anger, sir. Apologies for the delay, I am ready now.”

I turned to find Jasmine, carrying a heavy bag stuffed tight with all her possessions. Her dark eyes gazed into mine with a shyness that touched a gentle place within. I felt the raging beast in my breast calm as I held her eyes. Desire and need still warred within me, but before such innocent beauty, it could find no purchase.

“Forgive me, my lady,” I said, all anger gone from my voice. “I find myself… out of sorts right now.”

“Young Master,” Lilliana asked carefully, “are you well?”

I turned to regard the woman, and she inhaled a gasp of surprise at the massive hard-on once more, tenting my pants. Jasmine followed her aunt's gaze and let a similar sound escape from her throat, cheeks blushing scarlet.

“How are you still sane?!” Lilliana asked, glancing from me to the twins. The identical teens shivered under my stare, biting their bottom lips, nipples standing out hard against their thin tops.

“He drank it, Mistress Lilliana,” one of the girls said.

“We did just like you said.”

“Lilly!” said Jasmine, shocking me with the steel in her voice. “Dime la Verdad! Did you and mother use abuela’s tonic on my John!”

“A test, Jasmine!” Lilliana said, face suddenly nervous. “To see if your man is true, that is all! Por favor si fuera por ti!”

“Madre va a reibir una paliza!” Jasmine growled the words as she stalked towards the stairs, a snarl on her lips.

At that moment, one of the twins slipped a hand beneath her skirt, licking her lips as she worked the small fingers into her white panties. Panties wet from her desire. My cock throbbed, and the room started to spin as the scent hit my nostrils.

The lust was coming back. Like a wave, it rose within me once more. Mastering myself at that moment was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

Reaching out, I grabbed Jasmine’s slender wrist, freezing her in place. The girl turned back to me, hair whipping around as her eyes flashed in anger. With a firm jerk, she tried to pull her wrist free, but my grip was iron, and my wrist didn’t even budge. The girl licked her lips and stared up my arm, eyes tracing the muscles until they finally settled on my face.

“Add it to the ledger of that woman's sins,” I said, feeling the girl's arm relax under my grip as she held my gaze. “But it doesn’t matter now. All that matters is getting you girls up into the mountains and safely back home.”

Jasmine stood there for a long moment, searching my gaze, then she glanced down. An eyebrow rose when she saw the cock straining my pants, and she turned her head to look at the twins. The girls cowered slightly, flinching from Jasmine’s mild expression.

“Nothing happened,” said one.

“We swear,” finished the other.

“Wait,” Delilah said, looking around in puzzlement. “What's going on?”

“I’ll tell you on the road,” I said, herding both women out the door.

“My mother is a cold, hard creature,” Jasmine said in bitterness, “who ruins everything she touches, my life especially.”

I frowned at her words, thinking this must be about far more than my poisoning, then the thought disappeared when we stepped outside, and I saw the dark grey clouds overhead. A cold wind pulled at our clothes as we walked over to the horses, and I looked around, already fearing what I would find.

The western horizon was dark with thunderheads, the makings of a powerful storm in the peaks and about to roll down over us. By my calculation, we would be able to make it to the cabin just before the snows came down, but we would probably be wet and cold from the rain.

“Let’s bundle up,” I said to the girls before we mounted up. “Better to be safe than sorry.”

“I am bundled up,” Jasmine said, and I realized the girl was in a thick dress and coat already. “It’s always so freezing up here in the north.”

“I brought an extra coat,” Delilah said, digging through her saddlebags. “It’s a little moldy, though, sorry about that.”

“Thank you,” Jasmine said with a shy smile for the blonde girl. “That is very kind of you.”

“You’re welcome,” Delilah said, cheeks reddening, her blue eyes lost in Jasmine’s dark ones like a puppy.

I watched the two girls blushing at one another for a long moment and stifled a chuckle. They might be polar opposites in personality, but both showed the same embarrassment around each other. Delilah shook herself as if coming out of a dream. Then she brought the girl around to show her the horse she’d picked out for her.

“She doesn’t look like much,” Delilah said, “but she’s quick and smart and won’t throw you if she sees a snake.”

“She is beautiful,” Jasmine said. Eyes shining as she fed a piece of apple to the animal, she turned to me. “I will care for her as if she were my own, sir.”

“She is yours,” I said, patting the horse's neck. “Her last owner won’t be needing her anymore, and it’s good for a woman to have her own means of transportation.”

“Oh, John,” she said, choking up, eyes filling with tears and unable to continue. After a long moment where I felt a stinging in my own eyes, she pulled herself together and gave me a nod of thanks. “I will never forget this kindness.”

“Come on,” Delilah said, with a grin as she pulled herself into her saddle. “She wants to run, and I can't wait to show you the paddock and gardens I’ve planted.”

Jasmine pressed her lips together, suppressing her elation as she swung into the saddle. The look of pleasure that spread over the tall teen’s face as she sat there, feeling the horse between her legs, caused my cock to throb painfully, my mind filling with images of the gorgeous teen riding me, and I had to clench my hands into fists to keep them from reaching for her.

With a growl, I hauled myself into the saddle and kicked my horse into a run. The three of us thundered out of town, and in my anger and haste, I failed to notice the watcher hidden in the shadows that began waving a signal as soon as he spotted us. Delilah saw the man and tried to point him out to me, but I was too lost in my own drug-fueled lusts to pay attention. Spurring on my horse faster once we got out of town, I let the wind pull at my hair, and the focus of keeping in my saddle, distract me.

Delilah rode beside me, her mount easily able to keep up, and Jasmine was just a half step behind. The girl rode like she was born in the saddle. Standing up and leaning forward, she wore a fierce grin as she heeled her mount ahead of ours. Dark hair streaming behind herself, she crowed in triumph, as with a final burst of speed, her mount surged ahead of Delilah’s and mine.

The three of us were laughing five minutes later as we pulled up to a walk and let the animals cool down. Delilah opened her mouth to say something to Jasmine when her expression grew curious, and she asked, “Why would men be bringing dogs up into the mountains?”

I turned to follow her gaze and saw a group of men in dirty grey uniforms break out of the tree line heading for our trail. “They shouldn’t have the animals on chains like that.”

I noted the disapproval in Delilah's voice distantly, my eyes scanning the group. I recognized three of the men, including one massive bastard who dwarfed those around him. One man was on his feet, the other six mounted. The man on foot had a pack of four savage-looking dogs that tugged and strained at their tethers.

“Those are my uncle's men,” Jasmine said, face white as a sheet. “Oh god, they’ve already found me!”

“Peace, Jasmine,” I said, my voice firm. “I won’t let them take you.”

Looking up at the sky, I saw the clouds were even darker than they had been when we’d set out from town. At this rate, the snows would be falling heavily before we made it back to the cabin. I didn’t like the thought of trailing these men behind us and leading them to Grace and Esther or fighting them in the dark storm. I came to a decision and turned my horse from the northern path home, heading deeper into the mountains.

“We’ll lose them in the high valleys and wait out the storm.” My voice had more growl than reassurance, the blood still pounded in my ears, and the waves of lust were getting stronger and stronger, making it hard to think straight. “Follow me!”

I heeled my mount and raced up into the trees, the girls following behind. I used every trick I knew to shake our pursuers. Switching back and forth on the windward and leeward sides of hills to try and confuse our scent. Riding our mounts up creeks and out the opposite bank to confuse trackers and dogs alike. Even dragging a tree branch behind us for hundreds of meters to mask our signs of passage over loose soil. As the afternoon wore on, we lost sight of our pursuers completely, but I knew we still weren’t safe.

The winds picked up, and an icy rain began to fall as I led us across a large rock shelf and down into a hidden valley my pa had shown me two years before. There was a waterfall at the far end, and several deep rock overhangs far enough away to be dry and surrounded by tall trees. Careful not to let the mounts leave tracks in the soft earth, we led them into a stand of trees as the snow began to fall in fat wet flakes.

Jasmine’s lips were blue when we finally dismounted, and the poor girl was trembling. I noticed she’d put on gloves, but they were red silk, embroidered with black stitching. Digging into my saddlebags, I pulled out my pair of rabbit hide gloves and handed them to her.

“Put these on,” I said overriding her when she tried to protest. “This storm is going to slow those men down. Right now, the cold is our enemy, and you aren’t dressed or acclimated to it.”

“He’s right,” Delilah said, pulling the blanket from out of her bags. “Here wrap this around yourself.”

“Tha..nk you.. bo..th,” Jasmine said, shivering so hard her teeth chattered.

“Walk around,” I said as I unhooked my saddle belt, “and rub your arms. We’ll take care of your horse. Try to get warm.”

“No,” Jasmine said, face taking a determined cast. “I c..can care for her.”

Shivering under the blanket and her hands fumbling because of the bulky gloves she wore, she copied mine and Delilah’s motions. It took her longer than us, and it was getting dark by the time she finished brushing the animal down. I relaxed when I saw the hair of the animal's coats rising, knowing it would keep them safer than us in the cold weather.

“We should hobble them and tie them down for the night,” I said, looking around for a likely place.

“They won’t wander,” Delilah said, patting her horse's nose and smiling when it gave a snort of pleasure. “They’ll wait for us right here in this stand of trees.”

“We can’t be sure,” I said.

“Yes,” she said, turning her brilliant blue eyes on me, “we can. Trust me, John.”

I wanted to argue, and I could see from Jasmine’s face that she was worried as well, but I decided to trust Delilah. The snow was falling slower and sticking to the ground by the time we slipped from the stand of trees. We stashed our saddles and tack beneath a bush, covering it in woolen horse blankets to keep them dry. Saddlebags over our shoulders, I led the two of them deep under a rock shelf and found a nook that curled back into the mountain, almost like a cave.
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Ileft Delilah and Jasmine huddled together beneath the blanket as I went out to scout the surrounding area. The waterfall was only a trickle this late in the year, falling into a deep clear pool where I refilled our water skins. The small valley we were in was closer to a ravine than a valley.

When I climbed up and crawled up to get a better view of the surrounding landscape, I saw exactly where we were, tucked beneath a peak a good days ride south of the cabin. Our position was well hidden, at least for the time being. Once the storm cleared out, we ran the risk of getting pinned down here and would have to move.

Climbing down from my perch, I saw a flash of grey tail disappear behind a boulder high up the mountain slope. My hackles rose as I breathed slow, deep breaths to try and calm myself. Taking care not to make any sudden moves, I moved as quickly as I could as I made my way back to the girls. I didn’t spot any more signs of wolves but remained alert, pausing only to gather an armload of wood and a handful of dry bark from a fallen tree.

I found the girls huddled together under the blanket, whispering quietly to one another. They looked up when I came in and dropped the pile of wood. Jasmine’s cheeks blushed a deep red, and Delilah’s had an edge of excitement to them. Digging through my saddlebag, I hauled out the furs I’d packed and added them to the blanket covering the girls.

“How are you feeling, John?” Delilah asked as I dug a pit into the soft dirt. “Jasmine says that drug they gave you drives men crazy. Is it still… in you?”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling the lust still threatening to overwhelm me. “I still feel it, but it’s a lot better now than it was.”

It was a white lie; I wasn’t feeling any better. In fact, my balls were aching something awful. Each step was torture, and I still had to struggle to control myself. I pushed the thoughts aside and finished digging the fire pit and lined one side of it with rocks to keep the wind down and hide it from anyone looking into our little cave.

The girls joined me next to the fire, Delilah extending the blanket so I could wrap it around my back and shoulders as well. We sat with our backs to the rock wall, careful not to put ourselves in a place we could be seen from outside.

“What now?” Delilah asked.

“Now we wait out the storm,” I said, “and pray it doesn’t last longer than a day or two because we don’t have any food. Once it’s past, we can head up to the cabin. If those men are still out there and follow after us, then we deal with them, like we dealt with the sherrif.”

“How did you deal with the sherrif?” Jasmine asked a touch of nervousness in her voice.

“Do you know how to shoot a rifle?” Delilah asked her instead, and when the girl shook her head, we both grimaced. “Don’t worry, John and Esther can train you. It all started before Momma, Esther, and I arrived…”

As Delilah told her the tale, I stared into the fire. Watching the golden flames dance, I tried not to think about all that had happened over the past week. Whenever I did, my balls ached something fierce, and I couldn’t help but remember those incredibly sexy times with Grace, Esther, and Delilah, who even now sat pressed against my side. Hearing my name, I blinked and looked over to see a concerned expression on Delilah’s face.

“You don’t look good, John,” the girls said. “You look pale and your skins all clammy.”

“It’s the pressure,” Jasmine said, her voice barely above a whisper from where she sat on the other side of Delilah. “Mother and aunt Lilly told me about men’s… stones and how they can get backed up.”

“Is that the problem, John?” Delilah asked in concern as she reached between my legs to cup my aching balls.

The minimal contact sent lances of pain up into my stomach, causing me to gasp before I could stifle it. It hurt worse than being cut, hurt worse than a beating. For one second, the world disappeared in white pain. As reality came back slowly, I found myself lying on my back, Delilah sitting beside me, Jasmine peeking over her shoulder.

“This is bad,” Delilah said, looking at Jasmine. “How do we help him?”

“I think he needs… relief,” Jasmine said, face blushing a furious shade of red. “If he doesn’t get it soon, he might lose… function… down there.”

The girl's eyes had fallen to the thick long hard-on pressing along the leg of my pants. Licking her lips, she shivered. Delilah gave a firm nod and reached for my pants, causing spikes of pain to radiate from my balls as she gently undid the laces.

“Oh, dear,” Delilah said, face concerned but eyes excited. “I suppose we better help him then.”

“We?!” Jasmine asked.

“John needs our help,” Delilah said.

“I’ve never… the girls at school talked about…” she said, her chest heaving and cheeks bright red. “I can’t until I’m married!”

“It’s ok,” Delilah said. “I was scared at first too. You don’t have to do anything that makes you uncomfortable. Plus, you’re going to want him healthy when he makes you a woman. His hands… the way he makes you feel… it’s the most glorious thing in the world. You can just watch if you want… Relax, John, I’m going to take care of it,” she said to me, hand reaching within my pants.

“Nghhh!” I moaned in pain when she accidentally grazed one testicle, and when she continued, her movements were slow and careful, fingers dragging down my pants and fishing my cock out into the cold night air.

“Oh my…” whispered Jasmine, dark eyes opened wide and wet lips parted.

The girl moved up behind Delilah, pressing herself to the blond girls back and looking over her shoulder. My hard-on stood up straight, veins bulging along its length, harder than it ever had been before. It looked massive in the faint firelight.

“Have you ever seen one so beautiful before?” Delilah asked in awe as she stared at my cock.

“I’ve never seen one,” Jasmine breathed, and Delilah turned to her in surprise.

“Not even in the baths or by accident?”

“Never,” Jasmine said with a little shake of her head, still staring at my throbbing member. “I’ve been at an all-girls school most of my life.”

“Careful,” I breathed, muscles tense as I struggled to ignore both the pain and the lust that made me want to rip Delilah and Jasmine’s skirts off and ravage them.

“Does it hurt?” Delilah asked, reaching out with a gentle hand and running her fingers lightly down the throbbing shaft. “You’re so hard…”

“Not there,” I said, breath catching as pleasure radiated out from her touch. “My stones… ache.”

“They’re swollen,” Delilah said, glancing up to my eyes and suppressing an eager smile beneath a concerned expression. “They look so full and painful.”

Her hand began to stroke my cock slowly, then she remembered where she was and glanced back at Jasmine with a faint blush only to find the girl watching her hand motions with avid interest.

“I’m going to use my hands,” she said to Jasmine, a hint of apology in her eyes.

“I understand,” Jasmine said, nodding. “Would you like me to leave you alone?”

“No,” Delilah said immediately. “I want you to stay… that is… if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind,” Jasmine said, staring into Delilah’s blue eyes.

Something was going on between the girls. It had started back at The House, or even earlier. The shared glances and odd blushes hadn’t made sense to me until this moment. As they shared shy smiles, I saw the connection growing between them, and it warmed my heart.

When Delilah turned back to me and released my cock, reaching up to undo the buttons of her blouse, I glanced nervously to Jasmine, curious how she would react. The girl's dark eyes alternated between the blonde's large bust as it was slowly revealed, my throbbing cock, and my face. Whenever our eyes caught one another's, she glanced away quickly, blushing faintly.

I let out a groan as Delilah spread her shirt, framing the round young tits in white material. If not for the aching pain in my balls, making it difficult to move, I might have taken her right there and be damned with keeping an eye out. But I was able to marshall the last of my fading will power and hold myself in place, sighing out in relief as she wrapped her hands around my cock once again.

Tits out, and focused on her work, Delilah knelt beside me and bent forward, letting a string of saliva coat my cock as she worked her hands up and down. Jasmine, eyes wide and breathing heavy, moved back to the rock wall to get a better view. Casually she reached up and ran a hand down Delilah’s back.

When the blonde turned a smile on the gorgeous Hispanic girl, my cock throbbed at the sexy look they shared. Without thinking, I reached up and slipped my fingers into Delilah’s hair, and Jasmine’s causing both women to gasp in shocked pleasure. Then I drew their faces together. It only took a gentle push from me, and the girls were locked in a passionate kiss.

The moan of pleasure that escaped their throats nearly made me cum, but Delilah wasn’t paying attention to my cock, and her hands had stilled. With a gasp, the girls broke their kiss, both wearing shocked faces and breathing heavily. They glanced at me, and I felt a touch of embarrassment for having witnessed such a special moment, and pride at having engineered it.

Then Delilah released my dick with one hand and reached up to Jasmine. With a final quick kiss she turned the girl to me, grinning as the Hispanic teen’s big nipples hardened against her shirt.

“You’ve kissed girls before,” Delilah said to Jasmine, drawing a single nod from the girl, who stared into my eyes, chest heaving, “but never a man.”

As Jasmine shook her head, Delilah ran a gentle finger down her soft cheek, and I reached out and ran a thumb down the other. A broad grin pulling her lips wide, Delilah drew Jasmine and I close. A faint floral fragrance hit my nose, from the girl's perfume, and then all thought was shattered as her soft lips met mine.
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Fireworks went off in my brain, feelings up until now I’d only associated with kissing Grace, roaring through me, and I realized Jasmine had half to do with it. The other half was Delilah, who had bent low and taken my cock to the root into her throat, swallowing hard and milking it with the muscles of her throat. As Jasmine and I shared our first kiss, the eighteen-year-old took my first load of the evening with a moan of pleasure.

Jasmine and I broke the kiss, a hint of shock registering around her eyes as she pulled back. Delilah sat up with a grin on her face and kissed Jasmine, her tongue sliding into the other girls who gave a start of surprise when she tasted my cum. Then she relaxed into the kiss, her tongue dancing with Delilahs.

My cock still throbbed, not relenting one bit, and my balls still ached.

“You’re still so swollen,” Delilah said with a smile. “Lay back, John, this is going to be a long night… mhmm.”

“Need to keep an eye out,” I said.

“We will,” Jasmine breathed, her gentle voice soothing my worries. “Lay back my fiancé.” Her eyes twinkled at that, and she moved up against my other side as Delilah took my cock within her thick lips once more, the quiet sounds of her sucking and stroking filling the shallow cave.

I reached around the girl's waist, unable to keep my hands off her gorgeous body for one more moment. Ever since seeing her at The House earlier, I’d been doing my best to ignore the girl's beauty, but I finally let myself appreciate all of her, hands sliding down her back to cup her big firm ass and caress her big firm tits.

As Delilah sucked on my cock with almost slave-like devotion, Jasmine lay alongside me. The girl was tall and slender, with a beauty that seemed timeless. Her lustrous black hair hung in loose curls about her, framing a face with high cheekbones and dark eyes that danced with shy desire. She was as thin as Esther, but with wide hips and a firm round behind like her mother. Also, like her mother, the girl had a massive bosom, that her dress did little to hide. Her kisses were shy at first but not unpracticed. As she relaxed in my arm, her slender, busty body conforming to my side, she gave in to the passion.

It was a surreal experience, making out with Jasmine for the first time, our touches tentative but eagerly exploring one another. All while Delilah worshipped my cock in her warm mouth. She sucked me deep, stroking it as she bobbed up and down. The girl gave herself over to the act.

The blonde’s hair kept getting in the way, so Jasmine reached down and gathered it to one side, pausing our kisses for a few moments as she watched Delilah blowing me with breathless fascination. I could sense the girl's hesitation and so made no move to guide her mouth to join Delilah in sucking my cock. Besides, Delilah had me well on the way to another massive orgasm.

Gripping both girl's asses in firm hands, I closed my eyes. My heart was still racing, and the pressure in my balls intense, as I grunted a warning to Delilah. The girl only moaned all the more, sucking harder, her tongue teasing the sensitive tip. She swallowed hard as I flooded her mouth again, pulling back till just the tip was in her thick pink lips as the last drop filled her mouth.

Lurching forward, she pressed Jasmine back, surprising the girl who still held her hair in one hand. When their lips met, I felt Jasmine stiffen again and then groan in pleasure, their tongues pushing my cum back and forth between their mouths. Delilah pulled back slightly, licking Jasmine’s thick lips with a delicate tongue and grinning.

“Now it’s your turn,” Delilah said, her grin crooked.

“Ohh!” Jasmine moaned and glancing down I saw the blonde teen had slipped a hand beneath Jasmine’s skirts and from the sloshing sounds, she’d found the girl wet and ready for her touch. “Right there!”

Within seconds of touching her, Jasmine was cumming on Delilah’s fingers, shivering against us both, her hips grinding down into the other woman’s hand. When her eyes flashed open, breath coming in ragged gasps, she pulled Delilah into a deep kiss and turned to kiss me. Her tongue invaded my mouth, and my fingers dug into her ass as she lit the fire within me again, my cock already painfully hard.

“Show me,” Jasmine said to Delilah after breaking our kiss.

Turning in my arms, she knelt between my legs beside the blonde. Biting her bottom lip, she reached out and slipped a long-fingered hand into Delilah’s open blouse and cupped the girl's firm tit, glancing at me to see how I responded. My wide eyes tracking her fingers as they pinched and then rolled Delilah's firm pink nipple between them told her all she needed to know.

“Aunt Lilly told me I would have to share him with you,” Jasmine said to Delilah, her voice a whisper as the girls touched one another, Delilah playing with the buttons of the girl's black dress. “So, please, show me how to please our man… You looked so gorgeous as you did it.”

Licking her bottom lip Delilah bent low, drawing the gorgeous Latina teen with her. As the storm raged outside, wind and rain drowning out the night sounds, a storm raged within me that I fought to contain.

As Delilah taught Jasmine, I struggled to still the beast within. The sharp edge of drug-induced lust had been dulled, but the sight of both girls licking and kissing my cock was causing it to swell once more. I nearly asked them to cease and let me sleep, but then dismissed that as its own form of madness.

Jasmine was eager, but also shy, showing a little fear of my long and thick cock. Her first kisses were tentative and gentle, her curiosity and lust slowly causing her to be more and more daring. Delilah encouraged the girl, coaching, and demonstrating. They traded the head of my dick back and forth between their thick lips for long minutes, tongues licking the head and teasing one another's when I warned them of my approaching orgasm.

Jasmine shied back, and Delilah jacked my cock, letting the girl watch as the long thick jets of cum shot up into the air, landing on her hands and my stomach. Skittish she might have been at first, but once she’d seen me cum and realized nothing was going to suddenly burst forth and blast her, she relaxed tremendously.

The ache in my balls was lessened but not gone, and with eager grins, the girls knelt back down. Long hours that night, they sucked me, pausing now and then to make out with one another. I lay back like a lion with his pride, reaching my hands up under the girl's skirts to finger and tease their pussies. My balls ached too much to contemplate sex, and we were so warm and comfortable as it was, I had no desire to change things.

Eventually, the girls slept in one another's arms, wrapped up tight in the blanket, their dresses in disarray. With all the play, Jasmine had never lost her top, and I looked forward to one day soon getting a glimpse of her massive cleavage.

The ache in my balls was nearly gone, and I no longer felt on the verge of raping every woman near me, but my heart still raced. Sleep wasn’t coming anytime soon, so I bundled up against the snow and slipped out of the cave, moving through the trees near the little creek, rigging some traps.

A wolf's howl cut through the storms raging, and I moved back to the cave after the third trap was set. I sat huddled up near the cave entrance, letting the little fire warm my back as I stared out at swirling snow, planning for both the short and long term.

The only warning that dawn had come was a faint lightening of the dark grey that hung over us. The clouds were still black, and the wind whipped hard over our small ravine. My stomach was rumbling when the girls began to stir. I looked over and felt a warm smile when I saw them snuggle in closer to one another under the blankets, gazing into one another's eyes with sleepy smiles.

“I need to go check on the horses,” I said, drawing their attention to where I sat.

“I’ll do it,” Delilah said, yawning and sitting up, then with a shiver, she laid back down, “Ok, give me a second, it’s cold out there. How are you not freezing?”

“My memories of last night have kept me warm,” I said, causing Jasmine to blush and duck down under the covers.

“Go get some more firewood before you freeze to death, silly man.” Delilah grinned at me and snuggled closer to Jasmine, drawing the Latina girl into a deep kiss. “I’ll check on the horses in a minute,” she said, gazing into Jasmine’s eyes.

I almost checked on the horses myself, wanting to let them have their fun beneath the blankets. Instead, I went out hunting firewood. The downed tree I’d used for tinder the night before proved to be the mother load. The snow was cold and dry, and once I dug down under the trunk, I was able to pull out armloads of wood. I had a knee-high pile by the time Delilah pulled herself out of the blankets and tromped out to check on the horses.

“How are you doing?” I asked Jasmine as she sat up in the blankets, trying to comb out her long dark hair.

“Hungry and cold,” she said, and I noticed her shoulders and manner were more relaxed than they had been when we’d ridden out of town the day before, “but I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world.”

“Not even in a warm bed?” I asked with a teasing grin.

“No,” she said simply, turning her large dark eyes on me as she twisted her hair behind her head. Putting it up, she smiled, and her grin lightened my heart. “I’ve slept in warm, soft beds my whole life. But I’ve never had a night where I felt so warm, secure, and free.” Blushing, she went on. “Or felt so wonderfully wicked and happy at the same time.”

I didn’t have anything to say in reply and found myself once again intrigued by this mysterious girl. She was so beautiful, but kept so much to herself, her expressions guarded and subtle. The opposite of Delilah, who wore her emotions and thoughts on her sleeve. Perhaps that’s what fascinated the girls about one another.

“And my relationships with Delilah, her mom, and Esther—do they bother you?”

“Just the opposite, in fact,” she said, her cultured voice touched with only a faint hint of Mexican accent now. It was funny how it came out thicker when her emotions were up. “The thought of sharing my life with a group of beautiful, strong women sounds better than anything I could have dreamed of in Mexico. Just promise me one thing.” The girl paused, cheeks coloring faintly before she went on. “That no matter how… wild things get. And no matter how much I… beg. I promised my Abuela that I wouldn’t get pregnant until I’m married.”

“I understand,” I said, “and don’t worry, I would never want or make you do anything you didn’t want to.”

“I know that with more certainty than any other woman does, after last night.” Jasmine held her hands out over the fire, warming them as she looked up at me through her long lashes. “With the amount of Spanish Fly my aunt put in your drink, I wouldn’t have believed you could control yourself if I hadn’t seen it myself. Sorry again about that.”

“You didn’t do anything,” I said. “It was your mom and aunt who did it, but I should have known better than to trust anything poured for me, and offered free, in a place like that.”

“That’s true,” she said and was grinning when I glanced over.
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We both were laughing when Delilah came back into the small cave, stomping snow off her clothes in the entrance.

“The horses are fine,” she said, “better than we are. They managed to dig free a patch of grass and ate their fill.” She came over and took a seat by the fire, breathing out a deep sigh. “We’re ok on water, with all that snow and John’s canteen, but we could use some food. I’m starving.”

“Me too,” I said, “but we can survive a couple days without a meal if we have to. I’ll go out this evening and see if I can hunt up something close by.”

We sat in silence for a long moment, staring into the flames as the storm raged outside.

“What was it like growing up in Mexico and then going to a boarding school?” Delilah asked.

Jasmine spoke of growing up in Mexico with her grandmother in a small village. Her fondest memories were of working the farm and exploring the lands around their place. Then in her early years, her mother had sent for her. The girl had spent months learning English as she traveled by carriage to the east coast. The boarding school had been cold and remote at first, the girls even more so. Over the years, she’d found her place, working in the library and reading in her every waking hour.

“If I could spend my life lost in a world of words, I would count it well lived,” Jasmine said. “I know it’s silly, but wondering where I might be able to get new books out here in the mountains has been my biggest worry.”

“Momma has a trunk full of dusty old books,” Delilah said. “Don’t worry about that. If you manage to make it through them, she’ll get another one out here for you. She’s been trying to make me a reader my whole life, but all I wanted to do was run outside and play with the animals.”

“A whole trunk, you say?” Jasmine asked with more than passing curiosity. “Tell me about your mother, and what it was like growing up back east for you.”

“Momma has always been the center of attention,” Delilah said, “even when I was a girl, and she never liked it. Aunt Esther says that’s the price you have to pay when you’re prettier and smarter than everyone else. I was never comfortable there, too many people, too many buildings, too few trees, and open spaces. There were a few years where… it was tough going for us.”

Jasmine and I sat in silence as Delilah talked about years of struggle. Money was tight, and food was often an issue. Making things worse were the women of their town. Most were jealous of Grace’s great beauty and of their husband's lingering stares. They made life hell for the gorgeous brunette, and the women’s husbands didn’t make it any easier. They all knew it was only a matter of time before something terrible happened.

“It was one of our first nights on the prairie,” Delilah said with a shy smile. “Esther had a bottle of rum from her trip at sea, and we’d shared it around a few too many times. She spoke of her time at war, and the hurt it had done to her soul and heart and Momma… well, she was drunk.” I almost laughed out loud at that but didn’t want to break the mood. “That’s when Momma admitted her secret desire.”

“What was it?” Jasmine asked.

“She didn’t want to live as other women do, slave to a man, locked in the kitchen and milking shed, or raising the kids. She wanted to still enjoy her time in Esther’s arms. To build a family based on love, trust, and community… and make that family so big and strong that nothing could ever tear it down.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Jasmine said, a gentle smile tugging at her lips. “I’d like to live in that world someday.”

“You are,” Delilah said, reaching out and wrapping her arm around the girl's shoulders, drawing her close. “There are four of us now, and we couldn’t have asked for a better man. It’s like we’re sisters.”

“I’ve always wanted a sister,” Jasmine said, tilting her head forward and pressing her lips to Delilah’s.

The blonde sighed in pleasure, reaching out and taking my hand and drawing me into their embrace. As ways to pass the time go, there are few better than making out with two beautiful young women beside a fire.

We were all young and horny, but that afternoon we didn’t lose ourselves in lust. Instead, we exchanged gentle touches and soft kisses while staring deep into the eyes of each other. There were a lot of gentle laughs and sighs as we each drank in the other's beauty.

Just because we didn’t succumb to the wildest of passions doesn’t mean we didn’t indulge in pleasuring one another. Quite the contrary, we each took great delight in getting each other off.

Delilah and I slipped our hands under Jasmine’s skirts together, lying to either side of the girl, kissing her lips and neck as we teased her to the brink and let her drop back down several times, edging her to a powerful orgasm. Later Delilah and I spent long moments drawing the Latina teen’s top off, revealing her massive breasts to our feasting gazes, fingers, and lips. They stood out from her chest, firm and proud, capped in puffy pink areolas and firm dark nipples. My mouth watered as Delilah reached out and slid her fingers beneath the heavy breasts, hefting them.

We lay her back, touching, teasing, and pleasuring the gorgeous teen until she rewarded us with a sharp cry of pleasure that was lost in the raging storm outside. Unable to help myself, I dipped my head beneath her skirts and tasted of her lovely pink lips, drawing out her greatest cries of pleasure as my tongue danced across her firm clit.

Though I tried to protest that they’d done more than enough the night before, the girls insisted on returning the favor. Once more, as my rigid cock came into view, the girls stared at it in fascination. They both tried wrapping their big tits around it, giggling as their tits pressed together, but it soon grew too cold and shivering they dragged the blanket over their heads, hiding from my sight and alternated between making out, stroking me, and trading my cock back and forth between their hot mouths. They lifted the blanket and let me watch as they jacked me together into their open mouths.

I passed out in their arms, feeling warm and safe as their soft breasts pressed against me. The girls kept a watch during the afternoon as I napped, and when I woke up, I found the storm had abated somewhat. Slipping out of the blankets, I left a drowsy and hungry pair of girls to finally pass out.

Taking up my rifle, I wiped it down, checking the barrel and breach before reloading it. Then I bundled up and slipped out into the fading light. Hunger ate at my insides, and I knew if we had to go too many more days without food, we would be weak and sluggish if it came to a fight.

I’d spotted the small stand of conifers tucked back near the valley’s wall, when we rode in. Taking care to stay downwind of the trees, I stalked into them. Taking up a spot near the base of a tree trunk, hidden behind two bushes, I settled in to wait.

The creek remained unfrozen, and the conifers kept the worst of the snow off a few patches of green grass and the bushes. I knew deer rarely ventured out in rough weather, preferring to find a deer yard and lay down to ride it out, but after a full day of the storm, I knew they would need water.

The cold began to sink into my bones, the chill stealing through me. It was dark out, and visibility was poor without the moon to light the night, and I was just about to pack it in when a flicker of motion on the other side of the creek caught my attention.

A soft black nose edged out of the trees a hundred feet away from me, a doe testing the air before coming out to drink. Something had made her skittish, head jerking this way and that, but of her herd, I saw nothing. I was downwind and buried in snow and didn’t think she should be sensing my presence.

Finally, she took a tentative step out of the tree line and bent her head to drink. Secure in my position, I let out a breath and depressed the trigger, offering up a prayer of thanks to god for the bounty. The gun jumped in my hands, the rapport of the gun bouncing off the mountainside and echoing around me. My round hit the deer straight though its mid-chest and dropped it to the dirt dead, having pierced the heart.

Slinging the rifle over my back, I shook off the snow covering me and tromped my way over. I was ten feet away from the steaming corpse when a low rumbling growl made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

Yellow eyes caught the faint light, shining from the darkness beneath the trees as the wolf slowly stalked forward. First, white paws and then a pure white snarling muzzle came into view. The deer’s corpse lay between it and me, and from the beast’s thin frame, I knew it was hungrier than me.

I started to back off, and the wolf lunged, darting forward and then away. Ice went down my spine as the wolf-packs tactics, taught to me by my pa, came back. Dropping to one knee and spinning, I had just begun to swing my rifle around when a giant black wolf crashed into me. The beast had been coming from behind to hamstring me. By dropping down and slinging the gun around, I’d somehow managed to wedge the stock and barrel into its snarling jaws.

The two of us fell into the creek, and the beast nipped at my face. I jerked back but felt its fangs kiss the skin. The wolf’s powerful claws were digging into my jacket, tearing through the fabric and thumping my ribs as it lunged forward, intent on my throat. For one second, the great black beast’s hot breath filled my face, my limbs locked in fear, as I saw death approaching in its long fangs.

Then instinct kicked in, and the thrill of battle coursed through me. Time slowed to a crawl as I met the creature’s black eyes, blood pounding in my ears, and hesitation entered its gaze for one brief moment. The desire to live swelled within and my muscles corded, twisting the rifle and my hips at the same time.

The wolf lost its balance, falling to the side. Quick as lightning, it released its bite on the rifle, claws scrambling to jump away from me. I was ready for the move and snatched the back of the wolf's neck in a firm grip, causing the beast to yelp in shock and pain. Rolling up onto one hand and knee, I heaved, using the leverage of my hips to hurl the animal off into the darkness.

The black wolf disappeared, screaming in terror, spinning snout over tail. Snarling in savage joy, I was in a three-pointed stance, rifle forgotten, and long knife in my fist. The razor-sharp blade gleamed in the dull light, flakes of snow falling around me gently. Turning my head side to side, I saw dark shapes prowling around me, their throaty growls filling the night.

Once again, the white wolf crept out of the forest, her fangs gleaming as she bared them at me. My hand angled the knife, letting the blade flash in the faint light, and she stalked to the side, her growl sounding angry.

My blood was pumping, and the thrill coursing through my veins, but cold reason kept me in check. If I attacked these beasts, they would have my throat torn out in no time. I might take one or two with me, but what good would that do Delilah and Jasmine? The thought was like cold water being doused on the fire burning within me.

Careful to keep my movements slow, I crept over to the kill, the white wolf snapping and snarling at me as I knelt above the carcass, knees covered in mud and blood. Trying to ignore her, I cut into the beast’s belly and up. It was hard going, not being able to hang the deer up and drain its blood before carving it up, but my knife was sharp and my arms strong.

The scent of blood sent the wolves into a frenzy, and they nearly rushed me when I first started cutting on the deer, but a scream of anger and a slash of my blade caused them to shy back, the small white pack leader keeping herself front and center in my vision. The great black beast was back, limping now and prowling somewhere at my back, causing my hackles to stay on end.

Finally, I had the meat portioned, my arms and chest coated in blood. I hadn’t bothered to cut deep into the body, not wanting to puncture the bladder or bowels and spoil the meal. Hefting the largest portion, a massive leg, and thigh, I stood and heaved it out into the woods at the pack leaders' feet.

The white bitch shied away, snapping at me and then darted forward to take the offering and drag it away into the forest. Several of her pack ran off after her, thin creatures looking to steal scraps. From the sound of the quick battle that ensued, she put the scavengers in their place.

Turning, I threw the next largest piece at the great black wolf. It didn’t take the meat at first, standing for a long moment, black eyes regarding me silently before it lowered its head and took up the offering of raw meat. None of the starving wolves challenged the black beast for its meal, keeping back as it tore into the flesh right there.

I cut free several large steaks and wrapped them in a strip of cloth from my bloody shirt. The pack leader was back by the time I’d finished, her muzzle bloody and the rest of the pack off in the woods feasting on what was left of her meal. She watched me along with the black wolf as I slowly backed away from the deer corpse, pacing back and forth, unwilling to approach the offered meat just yet.

Once they were out of sight, I turned and flew through the trees, heart-pounding, expecting to feel jaws clamp down on my neck or ankles any second.

The wolves let me leave, intent on their meal if the sounds of ripping and tearing meat were any indications. I barely noticed the cold as I heaved deep lungfuls of air and plowed through the drifts of powdery snow. The girls were standing in the opening of the cave. When I lurched into the light, both raised sticks of firewood, ready to bash my brains in.
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“John!” Delilah cried, dropping the wood and rushing over. She stopped up short, a look of horror on her face when she registered the blood, coating me from neck to knees. “Oh god, your face! We heard you shouting and the wolves howling and didn’t know what was happening, and then everything went silent, and we thought the worst had happened. I’m babbling. Come sit down, let me look at that eye.”

“My eye?” I asked, confused, suddenly weak from hunger and the shock of what had happened. “The blood’s not mine… deer’s blood… wolves came for the kill… fought them off.”

I pulled the packages of venison steaks out of my shirt and handed it to a wide-eyed Delilah, as Jasmine came forward, slipping beneath my arm and lowering me down to a sitting position against the cave wall. She helped me peel off the torn and bloody clothes, and I felt aches and pains I hadn’t realized were there. The worst of which was my forearm, where the wolf’s muzzle had raked four furrows into the skin and my forehead and cheek, which ached something awful.

I sat in my underclothes, heart finally slowing down as Jasmine pressed a wet cloth to my arm, cleaning it. Then she wrapped it in strips of clean cloth torn from the bottom of her dress. She and Jasmine were both silent as the girl worked, casting nervous glances up at my face and flinching away. I could feel where the flesh had been torn, and blood still leaked down my neck. My stomach roiled from their reaction more than the pain.

“How bad is it?” I asked, fearing the worse.

“Can you see out of the eye?” Delilah asked, her voice nervous.

“Yes,” I said, reaching up tentatively.

Jasmine reached out a quick hand and stopped me. With gentle fingers, she cleaned the wound, wiping away a vast amount of freezing blood from my face and neck. Her expression was so concerned at the beginning that I felt real fear, but the concern faded, and I could feel there were three relatively shallow cuts on my forehead and cheek.

“There was a lot of blood,” Jasmine said, “but it looked far worse than it is. Tooth or claw, it dug three shallow cuts. We’ll need to make sure it's really clean, infection is a bigger risk than blood loss at this point, but you may still need sutures.”

“You know medicine,” Delilah said, uttering the statement in surprise.

“It was one of the curriculums at the academy,” the girl said, her voice somewhat absent while she worked, but I caught the hint of a smile on her lips that belied her pride in the skill and at being useful.

As she worked, her proximity, and the firmness of her large breasts pressed against my arm had me forgetting the pain in my arm and face. Then my stomach gave a mighty rumble, and all three of glanced down at it.

“Either of you any good at roasting meat over an open fire?” I asked, hopefully.

“Not me,” Jasmine said with a firm shake of her head.

“I will,” Delilah said, unwrapping the meat and using sticks to spit it out over the fire. All the while, she kept up a quiet rumble of muttering to herself that I pretended to ignore. At several points, Jasmine gave me pointed looks, driving home something Delilah said, and I would glance away sheepish.

“Patch the stupid man up. Goes off hunting and decides to wrestle with wolves… Gets his handsome face all cut up…Sure it's going to be a manly scar, but does he care we were scared half to death? No, he doesn’t, doesn’t even apologize. And for what?! Meat!? Men!”

I sat silently as the meat roasted, my mouth watering and stomach rumbling, trying to ignore the ache in my arm and face. The storm had begun to slacken off, but there was no knowing if it would pick back up at any time. We would have a full stomach in the morning, and I didn’t want to stay around the area any longer than necessary. Making up my mind, I informed the girls about my plan to head out in the morning.

“It’s good we’re heading back to the cabin,” Jasmine said. “We need to clean this face wound properly before it gets infected.”

“Momma is probably worried to death about us,” Delilah said as she turned the meat. “I hope she and Esther are ok.”

“I’m sure they are,” I said, trying to reassure the girls and myself. “Esther is a dangerous woman, and your mom is the wisest person I’ve ever met.”

After that, we lapsed into silence as snow fell outside, and the meat sizzled. Ten minutes later, unable to wait another minute longer, the three of us were tearing into thin venison steaks, so hot they burned our mouths, hot juices running down our arms.

The meal put us into better spirits, and Delilah even offered me a smile as she ate the last of her venison, her annoyance with my manly deeds having passed, for the moment at least. The three of us huddled together beneath the blankets and furs after cleaning off. The warmth of our closeness lulled me into a doze in minutes.

I awoke sometime later to find the snows had stopped falling, and the girls had shed themselves of their clothing and were locked in a firm embrace. Arms wrapped around one another, lips locked and tongues dancing together, the scent of their sexes hit my nostrils, and my body responded. I turned in the blankets and instantly regretted it as a sharp pain lanced up my arm from the cut there, and my head pounded with a vicious headache.

“He woke up,” Jasmine said with a giggle. “I told you your moans were too loud.”

“Your fingers are far too talented… mhmm, John, I need you in me…” The blonde beauty pressed her ass back against my hips, and I rolled into her, letting her slip it inside her wet depths.

Miraculously my aches and pains faded as her tightness slipped around me. Reaching up with my good arm, I gripped her hip and pulled it back into me, loving the sigh of pleasure she gave and the sound of her and Jasmine continuing to make out. Fingers slipped around the shaft of my cock as Jasmine teased it, and Delilah's clit together.

“It’s filling me up… deeper and deeper… oh, Jasmine, you have to feel him… I love this… mhmm!”

Jasmine picked her head up, glancing down at my big cock sliding in and out of her friend, and I saw the desire alight in her eyes. She bit her lip and glanced up and I knew what she was thinking. Reaching up, I took her by the back of the head, pulling her into a fierce kiss.

“Soon,” I promised, whispering into her lips as I got up, really pounding down into Delilah. “Soon, mi amore.”

I pushed the gorgeous teen back, her massive breasts swaying, and pressed Delilah's face into her slender pussy. The blonde moaned out in shock and excitement, and Jasmine’s eyes flared with pleasure as Delilah’s tongue touched her sex. Then the girls were moaning, Delilah eating out Jasmine with gusto as I fucked her hard from behind.

Like wild rutting animals, we sated our lusts, culminating in shuddering orgasms for the three of us, before we fell into the blanket and dozed for a few hours before sunrise. Delilah sat up as a guard, heading out early to get the horses saddled and ready for us.

Walking over to the creek to fill my canteen, I paused near a small pool of still water and peered at my reflection. My face ached even worse this morning than it had the day before, but the wound hadn’t opened up, and as I inspected the angry red cuts on my forehead and cheek, I felt a wave of relief at seeing just how close I’d come to losing my eye.

The wolf's fangs had cut deep furrows through the flesh and eyebrows and down into my cheek. Probing with a finger, I didn’t think the bone was peeking through, but it must have been a near thing. The act caused a trickle of blood to seep from two of the cuts, and I left it alone. My arm looked better, feeling like nothing more than a couple shallow cuts and a deep bruise beneath.

Snow was still falling but had lightened considerably as the three of us rode out from the little valley and down into the mountains. I glanced back at it in fondness, knowing I would always remember the two nights we’d spent there.

With a tap of heels to my horse's flanks, I led the two women north along deer trails, keeping to the thicker stands of trees where we could. The morning passed without incident, and an hour after noon, I saw a familiar peak after cresting a ridgeline and knew we were getting close. I got careless then, and dropped us down to a trail I knew, hoping to get to the cabin before dark. That's when we were spotted.

Two riders on a far ridge put spurs to their horse's flanks the moment they saw us and called out to the surrounding woods. Answering calls sounded, and I felt the hackles on my neck rise as the enemy closed in once more. Cursing myself for a fool, I shouted to Delilah, and she took off up the trail, Jasmine right behind her.

Ducking and dodging tree branches, I hazarded a glance back now and then, seeing no pursuers but knowing they were out there. Cutting ahead of Delilah, I led her and Jasmine into thick patches of forest, trying to shake our pursuers, but knowing it was probably useless. There was too little room for us to break away from them on the mountainside, and from the glimpses of our pursuers I’d stolen, they had a good nine to ten men.

“We’re going to have to set a trap,” I said after slowing down to let the horses breathe. Evening was falling, and soon it would be dark. “We won’t be able to run the horses at night, that’s a perfect time.”

“How close to the mine are we?” Delilah asked.

“Close,” I said, “but I’d rather not show them where it is if we don’t have to.”

“Draw the men there.” The blonde's eyes sparkled with excitement. “I have a plan.”

“I can’t leave you two,” Delilah cut me off with an angry slash of her hand.

“You can and you must.” She waved behind us. “Jasmine and I will keep ahead of them and stay safe. You lead them into that ravine, and I’ll see about getting some help.”

“From where?” I asked.

“Just be ready!” Delilah called, already wheeling her mount around. “Come on, Jasmine!”

The two women rode up the game trail, skirts waving behind them, firm round asses bouncing delightfully. I wanted to shout after her, feeling a wave of frustration at not knowing her plan or what to expect. Not riding after the two women, and putting my complete trust in Delilah, was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

Finally, I hauled on my reins and wheeled my mount around to skirt the stand of trees, knowing that would make the trail obvious and mask the number of riders. Whether she knew it or not, Delilah wanted me to lead the hunters into excellent ground for an ambush. If I could get far enough ahead, I could lie in wait at the top of the ravine and use the moonlight to pick a few of them off with my rifle.

I led my pursuers up into the mountains above the cabin, feeling both relieved and anxious as the familiar lands fell under my horse's hooves. It was impossible not to feel like I was leading wolves right into the center of my flock of lambs.

Slowing near a ridgeline, I let myself be spotted, knowing it was the only way to get all the pursuers into the ravine. Putting heels to my horse's flanks, I rode down into the gorge, praying Esther was someplace safe. I caught sight of the giant of a man riding hard for the northern side of the ravine, moving to cut me off from a good position to snipe them. The rest fell into line behind me, keeping to the cover of the treeline as they rode hard on my heels.

The sun sank beneath the horizon, and darkness stole over the land quickly with the dark clouds overhead. Dismounting, I walked my horse the last couple hundred paces until I found myself tucked up against the mountainside with the ravine spread out below me. I was tying my mount up to a branch when a wolf’s howl cut through the night, so close it startled the horse. The animal pulled on its reins, tossing its head, and trying to pull free.
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Leaving the horse to neigh and stomp its hooves in fear, I slipped into the shadows at the base of the mountainside. The trees around here were stunted and twisted things, finding little purchase on the rocky slope. The ravine’s edges were choked with dense trees and brush, forcing the pursuers to edge out into the empty moonlit space and climb after me.

I could see a half-dozen men slipping up the edges of the ravine, weapons out and horses tied up below. My heart was hammering in my chest, I had no idea what Delilah was planning, and the not knowing was driving me crazy. I was just bringing my rifle up to my shoulder when a pebble stuck the ground beside me.

Moving by instinct more than anything else, I threw myself to the right into a manzanita bush. The stiff branches cut and scratched my skin, but I just managed to avoid being struck by a large boulder that came crashing down from above.

Rolling free of the bush, I raised my rifle and snapped a quick shot off at one of the silhouettes that stood outlined against the night sky. Luck more than skill guided the bullet, and I felt a thrill of satisfaction when the man cried out and spun.

The second figure, a giant against the night sky, reached out and tried to grab the person before he fell but missed. Toppling forward, the man fell and crashed against the mountainside, rocks, and dirt spraying out as they tumbled through the air to strike the mountainside just a few feet away with a sickening wet sound.

Raising my gun again, the massive figure ducked back before I could get off another shot. With a curse, I rolled free of the bush, feeling it tear at my shirt and skin as I did. Dirt kicked up near my head, causing me to scoot back under the rim of the ridge, as more rifle fire rang out from the ravine below. A strong coppery scent reached my nostrils, and my hackles rose as once again, the howl of a wolf sounded, only closer this time.

Cursing, I rolled onto my back just in time to avoid a boulder thrown down by the monster above me. I’d let our pursuers circle ahead of me, and now I was pinned down with enemies closing in on all sides. Snapping off a round at the man above me, forcing him to duck back before he could get an angle on me with his pistol, I leaped to my feet and sprinted along the base of the bluff, angling up the ravine.

A shout from below alerted me that I’d been spotted, and I heard the rapport of rifle fire a second later. I felt dust strike my face when a round skipped off the loose dirt on the hillside next to me, but by some miracle, the other shots all went wide.

With one mighty leap, I launched myself through the air and caught hold of the roots, the hillside shifting as my weight pulled on the stunted tree above. The sturdy old tree held, and I continued my swing, flipping my body up and releasing my hold to land on the ledge above. Searing pain ripped up the side of my face when it struck the rocks, and I felt blood trickling down my cheeks as I hauled myself up the last few feet.

My leap to the top of the ravine had hidden me from the shooters below, but they weren’t the only threat. The scrape of boot across the cliff face was all the warning I needed. With a heave, I pulled myself over the edge. The slope about me was littered with boulders and loose shale, and I lay precariously on a tiny ledge.

Hauling myself to my feet, I saw the giant man from the saloon dropping onto the small shelf. His cruel face twisted in a smile as he reached for the six-shooter at his side. I didn’t pause to think, my ears filled with the wind of my passing and a shrill scream from below, as I launched myself across the intervening space and smashed into the man, carrying both of us into the side of the mountain and nearly rolling out into open space.

Something hard as stone struck my lips once, and then a second time, as he smashed his elbow into my face. Reeling back, I caught myself just before falling back into the ravine. The big man turned, face showing little expression as he lifted fists the size of sledgehammers before his face and moved forward with short quick steps.

For one terrible second, I realized the fear other men felt when facing me. The only man I’d ever fought who was larger than myself was my pa, and that had been years before. Nature drives its own reactions within the body, and as his massive form blotted out the star and moon, a primal fear was sparked within.

We stood on a small shelf, no more than a few square feet of pebble strew rock. To my right, the cliff dropped thirty feet down to the ravine, where over a half-dozen men crouched, each trying to take aim on me.

The man facing me didn’t spit or curse; he just advanced on me with fists at the ready and a small dangerous smile on his lips. He was too close to draw my six-shooter and would be on me before the gun cleared leather if I tried. I was still trying to find sound footing when a blow like a hammer struck my side.

Staggering back, I nearly toppled out into empty space, only managing to save myself by diving into the man and trying to wrestle him down. The big brute was ready for the move and hooked a left into the side of my jaw, causing black spots to pop out in my vision and my grip to break.

Arms like steel cables wrapped around my upper arm and neck, flipping me around. Managing to get my hand in between the crook of his elbow and my neck, I kept myself from being choked out. The man was a trained fighter, and I could feel his grip slowly settling into place, my air cut off little by little. The blood was hammering in my ears and the small wheeze of breath that escaped my lungs. Over the noise of our fight, another sound came to my ears, the clattering of hooves on stone.

The brute holding me glanced down, and I caught a glimpse of what he was looking at. Limed in moonlight was a wild and gorgeous figure riding at a full sprint up one rim of the ravine. For a long moment, the two of us could only stare as Delilah, blonde hair streaming behind her, launching her horse across the gap, throwing something behind her as she did.

The expression on the girl's face was one of frozen terror and excitement. My mind was trying to puzzle what she was doing when the item she threw struck a sharp rock, and with a ripping sound, it tore, spraying its contents all across the men below.

With the distraction, the man gripping me was able to slip his elbow under my hand, and with a start, I realized he had the grip now. Panic set in as the air choked off in my throat entirely, and I felt the iron-hard strength of his muscles cinching down.

Death was closing in on me, thoughts foggy as I struggled against the man’s hold. It was a wolf’s howl that lit the fire inside me. In the chaos of the fight, it sounded like it was coming from directly below me. Unable to think of another option, an image flashed into my mind that I’d seen years earlier. A wolf caught in a trap had chosen to chew its own foot off, instead of laying down and wait to die.

My vision darkening and hope fading even faster, I tilted forward out into open space. The man holding me grunted, issuing a curse when he realized what I was up to. Momentum was on my side, and our weight carried us out into open air. Moonlight reflected off the rocks below as they raced up at me, but I continued my roll, feeling the man’s grip on me loosen as we spun in the air.

We struck with a wet smack that knocked the air out of my lungs. I felt my ribs creak, several on the point of breaking, then I tumbled to the side and fell amongst the rocks and dirt. My head was spinning, and I couldn’t even know my name there for a few seconds, but I knew I had to get up, that at any moment the giant of a man would put a bullet in me or drop a rock on my head.

Staggering to my feet, I saw the sightless eyes of the man staring up at the stars. Blood leaked from his ears, and he looked dead. If I hadn’t rolled in the air, putting him below me, that would have been me torn and bleeding. My thoughts were still a jumble as I turned slowly, a deep growl coming from nearby confusing me.

Standing not three feet away, hackles risen, and muzzle bared in a growl was the big black wolf from the night before. Blinking rapidly, I tried to order my thoughts, once more, the copper scent of blood hitting my nostrils. I was too out of it to be afraid. Instead, I just held up my hands and took several slow steps backward.

The wolf and I held each other's gaze, his growls slowly quieting until he stood silent and still regarding me with an almost curious expression. Reaching slowly into my pocket, I pulled out a strip of venison, leftover from our last meal, and threw it at the animal's feet. It glanced down, sniffing, and snatched up the meat.

There was a scream of terror from the ravine below, and the wolf turned and dashed off, not giving me another glance. The report of a rifle shot was followed a moment later by the snarling sounds of a wolf tearing the man's throat out.

Standing on shaky legs, I looked down into the boulder-strewn ravine to see a horror show. Men raced into the woods and down the mountain, fleeing as they were hunted down by starving wolves. Blood and bodies everywhere. None of it made sense to my concussed brain, and when I went to walk down into the ravine, a voice calling my name caught my attention.

“John, come on!” Jasmine waved me over to where she and Delilah sat on their horses on the other side of the ravine.

The animals danced to the side, eyes rolling in their heads, nostrils flaring as the scent of the wolves came to them. Delilah kept them under control, and as I staggered over to them, mind clearing, my head and body started to hurt something awful. Reaching for the reins of my horse that Jasmine held, I swung up into the saddle, needing two tries to get up.

“Jasmine, ride behind him,” Delilah said, starting down the narrow trail. “Make sure he doesn’t fall out of the saddle.”

“Wait,” I said, looking back at the base of the cliff. Blinking away the last of the fog, I felt my hackles rise when I saw the sharp rock I’d landed on lay empty. The giant who'd landed beneath me was nowhere in sight. My hackles rose, and I was about to say we couldn’t leave until I found and dealt with the man, but a wolf’s snarl nearby set our horses moving with quick steps.

Blood coated the side of my face from the cuts that had opened up, and my ribs ached something awful. I kept quiet as Delilah led us down into the deeper forests. We pulled up in a thick stand of trees, our heavy breathing joining in with the night sounds around us.

“What happened?” I asked, wincing as the sound of my own voice set my head pounding all the harder.

“Delilah is a witch,” Jasmine said, her voice filled with fierce pride. “She rode up into the mountains and came down with a pack of wolves and led them on our enemies.”

“How?” I asked of the blushing blonde.

“You said the wolves were starving,” she said, patting her horse on the neck gently, settling it down, “and I knew they’d be out hunting tonight. With the wind blowing north to south, they were sure to pick up the scent of the men and their horses.” She held up an empty waterskin, and I noticed there was a strip of cloth wrapped around her arm, stained dark with something I couldn’t make out in the darkness but was certain was blood.

“Quick work with a knife and I had a bag of both mine and Copper’s blood,” Delilah said. “The perfect scent to draw a starving pack to attack a group of men.”

“I saw the men scatter,” I said, “but they’ll regroup in the morning. Those who survive. We should get moving.”

Passing Delilah, I reached out and gripped her shoulder, sharing a fierce smile with her and showing my profound gratitude. The girl's bravery wasn’t surprising, but her quick thinking was, and I found myself eternally grateful to her as we picked our way down the mountainside under the light of the moon.

We passed within several hundred meters of the mine, and I was reassured to see that it was completely hidden. Esther had done a great job of never taking the same path each day, and there wouldn’t be a beaten trail anywhere. With the thick layer of freshly fallen snow covering everything, it would be impossible for anyone who didn’t know the precise location to find it.

The three of us were exhausted and spent by the time we swung down from our saddles near the paddock. The cabin door slammed open, and I turned to find Grace and Esther running to us. Despite the tall blonde’s long legs, Grace raced ahead of her, holding up her skirts with one hand, eyes shifting between me and her daughter. She pulled up before she threw herself into my arms, mouth open as she reached out and ran gentle fingers down the torn skin of my face.

“Dear lord,” she breathed, looking around quickly as if remembering something and seeing Delilah and Jasmine there and safe. “What happened to you kids? We were worried sick.”

“Men, hunting us,” I said, and Esther snatched the rifle out of my saddle holster and scanned the surrounding dark woods. “They are Esposito’s men, chased us into the mountains then we got stuck in the storm, had to ride out the weather.”

“Come, let's get you three inside and safe. Then I can fix you up,” Grace said.

“See to John, Momma,” Delilah said, and I saw Grace glance to her daughter in surprise. “Jasmine and I will be in after seeing to the horses.”

“Don’t bother unsaddling them,” Esther said, still scanning the treeline. “Grace and I have been talking, and a trip to the city might be just what we need before the winter snows set in and lock us down.”

“That’s a weeklong journey,” I said.

“We need supplies,” Esther said, “and tools if we ever plan to get serious about the mine. We can’t order them in town, not without alerting everyone to what we’re doing up here, and I don’t trust that place anymore.”

“It’s a good plan,” Delilah said, re-cinching her saddle girth. “We can get Jasmine out of here for a few weeks and let things calm down before we come back for winter.”

I could see her excitement at getting back in the saddle. Even after everything had happened over the last few days, the girl was eager to be moving, always ready for an adventure.

“What do you say, Jasmine?” I asked the gorgeous Latina.

“I’ve been on the road for weeks already,” she said, shrugging, “and I’d rather get as far away from Uncle Esposito as I can. Plus, I’ve always wanted to see San Francisco and the ocean.”

“That settles it,” Grace said. “Esther, Delilah, get the horses saddled and packed. We’ll all ride, no sense letting a cart slow us down. Jasmine, you can help me see to John’s injuries before we go. Those cuts might need a stitch or two, and I could use the extra hands.”


CHAPTER 42
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Like a boulder in a creek, I let the women flow around me as I took in the sight of my farm, cabin, and the surrounding mountain peaks. Even in the darkness of night, I could see them plain as the hairs on the back of my hands. The thought of leaving this place that had become so deeply rooted in my soul was both terrifying and exhilarating. I’d never been to San Francisco either and had always dreamed of seeing the pirates of the Barbary Coast.

A small warm hand slipped in mine, breaking my reverie, and I glanced down to see Grace looking up at me with a slow smile. We shared a moment, grateful to be alive and together again, then I let her lead me to the cabin’s back bedroom. There was no time to heat water, so I got a harsh scrubbing with clean rags and cold water.

From the moment Grace settled me onto a stool and removed my bloody, ruined shirt, I grew intrigued by the dynamic forming between her and Jasmine. The Mexican teen was taller and looked nothing like Grace, but they shared a similar way about themselves.

Grace’s motions were slow and methodical, with perfect attention to detail. Jasmine stood just behind the woman’s shoulder, observing her ministrations with a focus that I would’ve found unsettling if I didn’t see the same attention mirrored on Grace’s face as she cared for my wounds.

As Grace worked, she instructed, probing Jasmine with questions to see what the girl knew and didn’t. When she clipped a strand of black thread and fitted it into a needle, she sent the girl to get some whiskey from the cupboard. When the girl slipped out of the room, the older woman threw herself in my arms. Soft fingers on my shoulders, she rained light kisses on my cheeks, neck, and mashed lips.

“We thought you were captured or worse,” Grace said, my hands gripping her slender waist as I felt my body respond to her closeness. “Oh, John, you have no idea how much it hurt thinking something had happened to you.”

“I’m here,” I said in between kisses, my tone reassuring. “We made it back safe.”

“Ehmm,” the quiet cough came from the doorway, where Jasmine stood with the bottle of alcohol, cheeks blushing, and eyes downcast.

“Yes,” Grace said, without a sign of shame as she slipped off my lap and took the bottle from the girl, “let’s get these wounds seen to. Then we can see about relieving this beast.”

Her eyes twinkled in merriment as she ran a hand over the massive tent in my pants. Jasmine’s eyes opened wide, and Grace flashed the girl a wink. Standing, she drew Jasmine into the room and began to unbutton her own dress. At the girl's shocked expression, she explained.

“Head wounds bleed a lot,” she said. “No sense staining a good dress needlessly.”

Jasmine’s lips pressed together in a shy smile, then she too began to slip free of her dress. My heartbeat quickened as the gorgeous MILF’s massive breasts were revealed, and then her panty clad pussy was presented to me. Grace watched Jasmine slip the dress off her shoulders along with me, both of us sighing in pleasure as the girl's perfect, busty body came into view.

“You are flawless, child,” Grace said, her small hand reaching out and cupping one of the girls massive breasts, fingers sinking into the firm flesh.

“And you, my lady,” Jasmine said, her eyes wide as she stared at Grace’s large puffy pink nipples. “You are so beautiful…”

They stared into each other's eyes for one long moment, and then with a sigh, Grace turned back to me, needle and thread in hand. I tried not to shift too much as her fingers probed the wound, but I couldn’t stop my racing heart as her massive tits swayed near my face.

“Take a couple drinks,” Grace said, nodding at the bottle Jasmine still held. “You’re head’s going to need a few stitches.”

Grimacing in the knowledge of pain to come, I took the proffered bottle and tipped it up. The harsh liquid hit my throat like fire, and I nearly coughed up the mouthful. I took three long pulls, grateful for the numbing feeling and warmth that radiated out of my belly. Grace took the bottle from me and tipped it up, taking a long pull herself before passing it back to Jasmine.

“His wounds are deep, but the edges are clean,” Grace said, beginning her instruction as she pressed the needle to my flesh. “This will help to reduce scarring and twisting of the flesh. Tell me, child, are you still a virgin?”

“Yes,” Jasmine said, taken off guard by the sudden question.

“And you understand the… dynamic our family has?”

“Oh yes, my lady,” Jasmine said, watching closely as Grace stitched my face. “Mother was quite clear about what I was to expect.”

I opened my mouth to speak, the whiskey loosening my tongue, but snapped my jaw shut with a click of teeth at Grace’s pointed stare.

“I understand your mother has sent you to spy on us.” Jasmine gave a guilty start, but Grace went on. “And report back on the gold and everything else you learn.”

“My lady… I…” Jasmine trailed off, cheeks bright red.

I grimaced as Grace gave a final tug on the thread, before tying it off and clipping free the excess. Blinking away the moisture that had filled my eyes, I realized the world was swimming slightly. I tried to stand, but Grace held me in place.

“Silly man, you got drunk.” Her bright blue eyes danced as she looked from me to Jasmine. “I would never fault you for being loyal to your blood, but you must understand I can’t have any darkness in my household.”

“John will be my husband,” Jasmine said, her eyes alighting on mine, her voice growing in confidence. “Mine and Delilah’s. My mother promised it, and there is nothing I’ve ever wanted more.”

“She may have promised it,” Grace said with a crooked smile, “but I doubt she thinks it will ever happen.”

“I know my mother has her own plans,” Jasmine said, turning back to Grace, “but I don’t care about the gold. All I’ve ever wanted was to be free, to find a good and handsome man, to be able to learn and to be surrounded by friends and family. Is that so different from your own dreams?”

The door swung open, and Esther popped her head in. She opened her mouth to speak then froze at the sight before her. Grace and Jasmine both in their panties, and me shirtless in just my pants and tension so thick in the room it could be cut with a knife.

“What is it?” Grace asked, her pale blue eyes still locked on Jasmine’s.

“We’ll be ready to go in an hour,” Esther said. “Delilah wants to bring a few of the horses to sell. It will give us a chance to haul down the gold we’ve dug up as well.”

“That sounds excellent. You may leave us now.” I was struck by the note of command in her voice. Esther gave a quick nod and ducked out, closing the door behind her gently.

“You will never learn the location of the mine until we have… reassurances,” Grace said, one eyebrow raised slightly.

“I told you, I don’t care about the gold,” Jasmine said.

“It’s not about the gold,” I said, hearing the slight slur to my words and feeling no pain in my face as the whiskey did its work. “It’s about opening our home to someone, hic, our hearts… We’ve known betrayal.”

“John speaks truth,” Grace said, resting a gentle hand on my thigh, calming me. “We must knit our circle closer than any other, for we will be tested in the months and years to come. Wealth has a way of testing the ties of family, faith, and friendship.”

“What would you have me do?” Jasmine asked helplessly.

I could see the girl was trapped between two competing loyalties. On one hand was friendship and newfound love, and on the other was family, tradition, and a mother she had complicated feelings for. Feeling a swell of emotion for the gorgeous girl, I reached out and placed one rough finger below her soft chin and drew her face up to mine.

“Marry me,” I said, feeling a thrill at the joy that lit Jasmine’s face. “When we get to the city, marry me there. A married man and woman have a stronger claim than a single one, and if you change your mind, we can always have it annulled.”

“Yes!” Jasmine said, clasping her hands together excitedly and jumping up on her haunches, doing amazing things to her massive breasts. “But only if you marry Delilah, too. We made a promise to one another last night.”

I looked over at Grace and saw her brilliant mind mulling over the idea. One of her hands was lazily massaging her own breast, pinching the puffy pink nipple gently and causing my cock to throb.

“I don’t know if there is a way we can,” I said, mind spinning as all of this happened so fast. I’d thought about it, but never actually dreamed this might become a reality.

“Let me take care of that,” Grace said. Beaming a grin from ear to ear she folded Jasmine in a hug. “It’s settled then.”

The women clung to one another, both grinning as if they’d gotten exactly what they’d wanted. Grace released the hug, but Jasmine shocked us both when she reached up, slipping her fingers into the older woman’s lustrous hair, and kissed her with a passion and intensity I’d rarely seen. For one long moment, the MILF and the teen kissed, the tips of their massive breasts grazing one another. Then both pulled back, drawing in deep breaths, chests heaving, and staring at one another with wide eyes.

“Well then,” Grace said, her voice more than a touch breathless. “I was… not expecting that.”

“I’m sorry,” Jasmine said, sounding anything but sorry, “but I’ve been dreaming of doing that since the moment I first saw you.” Turning slightly shy, she bit her bottom lip and glanced over at me, eyes alighting with desire. “Should we finish our task?”

“What task is that?” Grace asked, a small smile on her lips.

“We should remove John’s pants and make sure there are no other injuries that need our… attention.”

“Oh, yes,” Grace said, her grin broadening. “It wouldn’t do to let our patient leave without a proper examination.”

Her eyes danced with merriment as I stood above her and the gorgeous teen. Faint and far off my injuries ached, but I paid them no mind, all of my attention on the two women kneeling before me.

The older woman’s nimble fingers danced along my belt and the buttons of my pants without looking. She couldn’t look, for I reached down and drew Jasmine and Grace’s faces together, watching in fascination as they made out once more. Their tongues danced with one another as one of Jasmine’s hands slipped between the older woman’s thighs, and Grace’s hand gripped a handful of the teen's firm ass.

Pushing down my pants, I pulled free my cock and was surprised when Jasmine tore her lips free of Grace’s and clamped down on the head of it. Her big brown eyes stared up at me with burning intensity as she sucked me deep into her mouth, fucking it with her face. All the while, Grace kissed the girl's neck and down to suck one of her big firm nipples. There was no slow and gentle lovemaking here, this was need and passion. The dam had broken on our desire, and the floodgates were open.

Grace joined Jasmine on my cock, licking and kissing up the side of the shaft until her lips met the teens. Then they traded it, and Grace began fucking my cock with her face, hard and fast, moans of pleasure escaping her throat as Jasmine kissed down her neck. The sounds of the teen's long fingers working in Grace’s wet sex were music to my ears, but not nearly as hot as the sight of the two of them kneeling before me. For long minutes the two traded my cock back and forth, making out in-between.

I needed to hold on to something, to fuck and be fucked, and there was no denying me. With rough hands, I pushed the women onto the bed, ignoring the aches and pains, as I pressed Grace's beautiful face into Jasmine’s nearly hairless slit, loving the wide-eyed look of pleasure that stole over the teen’s face. The fact that the mother had replaced the daughter from the night before, not lost on either of us.

Then I drove into the older woman’s tight slit as it presented itself to me, weeping in its wetness. With powerful thrusts, I claimed her, pounding her down into the mattress, Jasmine watching with intense joy, her fingers locked in Grace’s thick hair, slender thighs spread.

When the orgasm hit, just after Jasmine came with a shuddering cry, all the emotions from my long night came rushing through my body. Holding Grace close, I felt her body shuddering in pleasure beneath me, my limbs weak and aching. We lay there, kissing and touching gently, soaking up the last few minutes of warmth and comfort with a roof over our heads.

Grace fussed with my stitches, angry that she’d let us get so carried away, but happy to see they’d held. I grew hard once more as the women stood and began to slowly dress. Laying there lazily appreciating their gorgeous bodies in the faint moonlight, I stroked my cock slowly. Rising quickly, I wrapped my arms around the two of them, laughing at their squawks of protest, dresses falling to the floor.

Their annoyance faded when I pulled first Grace then Jasmine into deep kisses. The women’s hands found their way to my stiffness and my hands to their wetness. Like teens touched for the first time, we couldn’t stand to be parted. Five minutes later, we three shared in quiet, intense orgasms, staring deep into one another's eyes. For one second, I saw guilt in the women’s eyes at finding such unexpected and extraordinary connections, but that faded as the pleasure swept through them.

With the dawn’s light just tinging the eastern horizon, I led the four women and a train of pack animals west towards the mountain pass. We’d closed up the cabin and packed the gold, hauling most of it with us to San Fran. A small pile had been left behind for the neighbor who’d agreed to care for the animals in our absence.

It would be a long ride, but I was eager to see the wild city I’d heard so much about. Behind me, Grace and Jasmine spoke quietly while Delilah gazed around with a bright smile while Esther scouted ahead, ensuring the pass was open and free of spying eyes.

As the sun rose behind me, I wondered for the hundredth time if we were doing the right thing. I never felt comfortable leaving my mountains and worried even more now that I rode with such beautiful women to a wild and new city. I put the worries behind me as a blue jay’s song began, happily greeting the dawn, and set my sights on the western horizon.


CHAPTER 43
[image: ]



Esther led the way up to the high pass as the sun rose overhead. The broken mountain peaks reached to the heavens all around, reminding us how small and fleeting our lives were compared to their majesty. I took in the surrounding beauty as much as possible while scanning the tree lines and ridges for watchful eyes.

I didn’t see anyone, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t there. Trouble was moving into the mountains. Trouble by the name of Esposito. And we were slipping out just before things got hot. If things worked out, we would make it back just in time for the winter snows to set in, with supplies to see us through the hard months. Things had a tendency to go sideways the past few weeks, so I wasn’t holding my breath on everything workout as we planned.

Grace’s wisdom couldn’t be denied, and I was sure she and the girls would be safer away from our mine and lands for a while. She rode beside me, her eyes rarely straying from me with their look of concern. My injuries still ached something fierce from the fight the night before, and I probably should have been laid up in bed for the day.

Moving kept my injuries from stiffening up too much, and I found things to occupy my mind and help distract from the pain. The mountains I’d come to love so much were part of it, and my vigilance on making sure none were tracking us. Mostly it was Grace’s beauty that held my attention. She and Delilah who ride just ahead, her mare Copper happily clopping along beneath her.

Esther would cut out from the tree line ahead, signaling the path forward, before riding back on, scouting and hunting small game. The occasional glimpses I got were reminders of what a wild, free and capable woman she was. I count myself a fair hand at woodcraft. But the tall slender blonde, with her quiet and confident manner, knew more than most who called these peaks home.

Last but not least was the quiet, raven-haired beauty. Jasmine who rode behind me. The girl had bags under her eyes from our recent adventure, and her hair and dress were ragged. Despite that, she wore a small grin of fierce enjoyment. I knew she’d been hungering for an adventure like the one we’d been on for a couple days now, and her lack of fear was a touch unnerving.

“We should make camp early,” I said, after a glance back and noticing Jasmine swaying in her saddle slightly, eyelids heavy. “We could use the rest and a big meal. Besides, the weather will be twice as bad on the other side of the pass. Best to bed down without the chilly wind.”

“That’s a good idea,” Grace said nodding and though she never glanced back at Jasmine, I could tell she took the unspoken point and the spoken one. “No sense in pushing too late. If Esther finds a likely place by afternoon, we can make camp. I didn’t have a chance to make biscuits for the trail and it will give me some time to work up a dough and bake it.”

“I’ll go tell Esther, Momma!” Delilah said gathering up her reins eagerly.

“You stay with your mom and Jasmine,” I said, spotting her up ahead riding around the edge of a stand of narrow pines. “Keep those rifles handy and close to the tree line. I’ll catch her up and be back quick.”

Grace nodded to me in relief, and I flashed Delilah a wink, grinning when she stuck her tongue out at me and tapped my heels to my horse’s flanks. She was off like a rocket, and I felt my heart pounding and a thrill filled me as the smooth slope passed beneath and brush raced past.

Esther saw me approach and reined in. Her floppy flat-brimmed hat might have looked silly if the face beneath wasn’t so perfectly constructed. She had an excited expression when I drew near and waved me into the tree line.

“Perfect timing, I saw something I wanted to show you.” I followed her into the narrow pines, our horses shouldering aside low branches that came back to whip us in the face, until we finally pushed through into thinner forest.

I looked around, not sure what she meant, and then followed her slender arm as she raised it, pointing. Then I saw it and couldn’t help but let out a small gasp of surprise. Not ten feet up the slope, right out in the open for anyone to see, was a vein of rough quartz with tiny flecks of gold sprinkled throughout.

“I came around the corner and was nearly blinded by its sparkle.” Esther shook her head. “Doesn’t look nearly as rich as the one back at the ranch, but I expect a camp to spring up nearby whenever someone spots it.”

“Gives me an idea,” I said and slipping off my horse’s back I unhooked my canteen and poured a healthy measure into the dust. “This trick won’t work once the rains come…” I spoke as I climbed the rough slope with muddy hands. “But if we make it back before then, we can think of something better.”

“You want to work two mines?” Esther asked with a frown. “I understand it’s hard to leave gold lying around when you see it, but we can barely work the one mine we have, without alerting everyone in the region.”

“No,” I said shaking my head and grunting as I reached out, swiping a muddy hand across the patch of quartz, masking it from the suns reflection. “But… eventually we’ll want a decoy for those that come sniffing looking for the mine.”

“Or something to offer a strong partner,” Esther commented. “It’s a good plan.”

“Let’s get back to Grace and Delilah,” I said, after taking the short drop to the ground and grunting in pain from my injuries. “I don’t like leaving them alone out here in the wilderness for too long.”

“Aye,” Esther said with a grim nod. “Those wolves are still about. Haven’t spotted them but they keep spooking the hawks and ravens something awful.”

“Keep an eye out,” I said, “but I don’t think they’ll be much of an issue.”

As we rode back, I told her about our plan to camp early and she agreed. After describing the location of a fall that ran year-round, I was confident she’d be able to find it no problem. Once we spotted the girls, Esther broke off to keep scouting ahead, but not before a final lingering stare and a wink to remind me of my responsibilities.

Over the past few days and weeks, my life had gone through several major changes. First was the murder of my father, then the arrival soon after of his mail-away bride. Grace, Delilah, and Esther’s arrival had been balm to my open wounds. I came to learn all had something special to offer, and each wanted more than simple friendship.

After the fight with my father’s killers and the business with Sylvia and her sister, things had calmed down somewhat. For a day or two at least. Then Delilah and I had gone into town to gather up Jasmine and all hell broke loose on our return. A rough night in a cave had seen the girls bonded closer than I thought possible, and me with another set of scars to add to my growing collection.

The girls had proven both brave and quick-witted in the ensuing chase across the mountains, but once more I’d been called upon to deliver frontier justice to a group of men gone wild. The mountains and the wild western lands did something to weak-willed men, broke their sense of right and wrong, or so it seems to me.

Icy winds picked up as the sun climbed through the sky, and I was grateful when Esther signaled a stop. The woman had picked a perfect camping location, tucked in the leeward side of a small ridge; it had nearby running water and plenty of dry firewood at hand. The falls were nearby, cutting off most talk between the ladies, but they didn’t seem to mind once they’d explored and found the bubbling pools of the hot springs.

I’d been planning on surprising them with the narrow pools, but Esther had poked them out quicker than I could dismount and after excitedly waving to Grace, the pair of them scurried off to scout their evening out. When the pair walked back into camp, they wore beatific grins on their faces and didn’t even bother to unpack their animals. Just grabbed a couple of clean towels and slipped back between the moss-covered boulders and stunted trees.

The girls were quick to follow, leaving the work of setting up camp and starting supper to me. I didn’t mind, for it gave me a chance to sit in peace and be alone for the first time in what seemed forever. It had been itching at the back of my thoughts, ever since I’d tasted a bit of it two nights before when hunting. A romanticized notion of how peaceful and pleasant it used to be around the house before so much feminine energy filled it.

Setting up the tents and unrolling sleeping pallets, I found myself missing Delilah’s silly comments, or Esther’s wry witticisms. The fire was roaring a cheery little glow when I put the skillet on and sliced up a few sausages and onions. I planned to make my famous flat bread and grease balls, but before the sausage and onions finished cooking Grace walked back in from the springs.

She sang to herself, though I couldn’t make out the words over the falls. Each foot was placed precisely as she wove her way through the moss-covered boulders. She held her clothes in one hand and her shoes in the other, wet hair hanging over one shoulder in a dark river that dripped down into the towel wrapped tightly around her body. The sight of her incredible beauty put an ache in my soul, and I welcomed the end of my momentary solitude.

“You got supper going,” Grace called out when she spotted the fire and skillet, and she mouthed a “Thank you,” before digging into the saddlebags for supplies.

I took in her heavenly form as I stirred the sausages and peppers, setting the flatbread to toast on the open flames instead of smashing them into grease balls as I might have if feeding only myself. Grace has a way about her that is unlike any other woman I’ve ever known. Both seductive and matronly, she combines a wickedly sinful body with gentle nurturing eyes that melt me inside every time.

It was the sight of her bent over, her dark gash peeking through the bottom of her towel that nearly drove me to my feet, but I wasn’t about to burn the food. From the sidelong glances she threw my way, she knew full well exactly what she was doing to me. The little smile at the corner of her perfectly sculpted lips told me just how much she appreciated the regard, too.

By the time I was scooping the meat and vegetables out of the hot pan and filling the bowls Grace set out, she already had her flour and starter and was readying to mix a batch of dough. Before sitting down to work, she leaned near me and whispered in my ear before pressing her lips to mine in a kiss that curled my toes.

“Go to Esther,” she whispered. “The girls will leave you in peace for an hour or two. Go to her… She needs to be reminded of your love… as we all must.”

“One more kiss,” I said, unwilling to part with only one taste of her lips.

“Only if you promise it’ll be the last,” she said, her eager grin drawing me in.
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It wasn’t the last kiss, but it never is with that woman. I found the girls crowded into one spring, speaking animatedly to one another. Esther lounged in another pool nearby, that had enough room for me to slip in once I was free of my clothes. The air nipped, and the girls leered, but the waters melted my sore muscles. It also set my scratches to stinging, but I ignored that as best I could.

Esther reached up to the rocks, her firm breasts peeking out for a moment as she reached for a bar of soap and handed it over. She sat silently, a little smile playing along her lips as she watched me lather up and rinse off my hair. When I stood to scrub my torso and arms, she moved forward and took the soap from me.

I could feel the girls’ eyes on us through the steam, but I paid them little mind, instead, focusing on the beautiful woman before me. In another world, Esther would have been a model for advertisers. She is tall and slender, with the austere beauty prided in Europe and beyond.

The woman took her time soaping me up. Working the bar into a thick lather, she used her hands to run the soap all over my arm and stomach muscles. When she got to my back, the woman took her time, massaging my aching muscles and almost making me nod off with how relaxed she made me. When she reached around and let one of her hands stroke my cock slowly, appreciating its full length, I came fully awake and she winked up at me and handed over the bar of soap.

“Your turn, pretty boy.” She stood slowly, letting the waters stream down her body.

Like her, I worked up a lather in my hands, but unlike her I couldn’t keep our antics to simply bathing. Not only was the feel of her beneath my hands enticing, but she’d also driven me crazy with her teasing. She kept me on task, and I finally finished when she lifted her hair aside allowing my hands to slide up her long slender neck.

There is something about an arched, feminine neck that’s always driven me wild, and I couldn’t constrain myself any longer. Oblivious of the two teen girls watching nearby, I spun Esther, wrapping her in my arms. As my lips sought soap free patches of skin, the tall woman wrapped her long limbs around me, dragging me down into the hot waters.

Her kisses were hotter than the water and soon, where her lips touched mine was all that existed in the world. The passion was awakened in both of us, but we took our time, savoring the feel of each other’s skin beneath our fingertips and the taste of each other on our tongues.

Without me even realizing it, she slipped her slender thighs around my hips and sheathed my cock within her narrow pussy. The heat of the hot springs felt just like her insides, but nothing could mimic the feeling of her sex as it gripped my glans.

“Mhmmm,” I sighed out, our foreheads touching as she settled her hips into mine.

“I’ve missed this,” Esther said. “It’s only been a day… mhmmm… or two… but feels like forever.”

“You feel so good,” I said, running my hands down the woman’s slender sides and reaching around to cup her firm pert ass cheeks.

She sat back on my cock, back arched and firm breasts standing out proudly as she looked down at me with a sly grin. Then she did something with the muscles inside her pussy and I moaned in pleasure, unable to contain myself as she slowly milked my cock without moving.

“Nghnnn…!” Esther moaned, shuddering slightly as she rocked her hips.

I realized the woman was grinding her hard clit on my pelvic bone and was quickly approaching her own orgasm. Leaning forward, I clamped my lips on one firm nipple and sucked, teasing it with tongue, lips and even teeth as Esther shook upon me in the throes of a large orgasm.

“Oh, John!” she cried out and then I could take no more slow grinding.

Esther was limp as I spun her on my cock, bending her over in the hot springs and taking her from behind. Our hips thrashed in the water, and I had to reach around and hold the slender woman up with one forearm across her chest just beneath her breasts for the first few moments. Then she reached up and took my hair, drawing my lips to hers as she moaned into my lips.

I’d taken Esther in this manner a few times before, usually out in the woods near the mine and she always wore clothing. Now I could indulge in her beautiful body, my hands caressing and exploring as I fucked her with long, powerful strokes.

My cock was throbbing and my orgasm approaching when Esther gripped my chin, turning my head. A growl of lust escaped my throat when I saw what she was pointing out, causing Esther to moan all the louder as my cock hardened still further within her. Delilah and Jasmine lay upon the hot rocks. The gorgeous Latina girl’s slender legs were spread, and she bit her bottom lip, body shuddering and breasts shaking, fingers laced in the blonde’s hair as Delilah went down on her.

Even as my cock flooded Esther’s womb, the blonde screaming out in orgasm as she came on my cock, Jasmine came too, all over Delilah’s beautiful face. The pair slipped back into their springs, kissing and cuddling and shooting Esther and I hot stares in between. Meanwhile, the tall blonde and I took our time, making sure to enjoy every inch of one another before pulling our pruned skinned bodies out of the steaming waters.

“Let’s hope there’s food waiting for us,” Esther called over the falls when we were walking back, her fingers laced in mine, neither of us willing to completely part from one another. “I’m starving.”

“There is,” I assured her.

I don’t know how Grace did it, but the simple camp I left felt almost like home by the time I got back. She’d adjusted the tents, so they faced one another and set out rocks around the fire to sit on. The bowls of sausages and onions had been added to and there was a spicy red sauce and fresh greens to go along with the meat and onions.

As we ate, we sat in silence, unable to chat with the sound of the waterfall ever present but enjoying the peaceful moment with one another. Darkness fell, and I fed the fire, lounging near it and welcoming its comforting warmth. After cleaning up, Grace and Esther retired to their tent after giving me warm kisses goodnight. The girls watched on as the women slipped into their tent and if I thought my exertions for the night over, they were both about to disabuse me of the notion.

Not two minutes later I found both Delilah and Jasmine drawing me to my feet, twin smiles of wickedness on their lips as they pulled me into the other tent. Undercover of the darkened interior, they took their time stripping me of my damp clothing and each other of their nightdresses. Jasmine traced gentle fingers across my scars while Delilah knelt between my legs, kissing her way up my thighs.

“You’ve seen battle,” Jasmine said, “and I fear you’ll see more, soon… You must promise Delilah and me, John… Promise us we’ll never lose you. I don’t want to go back to that uncertain future.”

“I promise,” I said sitting up on one elbow and looking deep into her dark eyes and then Delilah’s bright blue. “As much as I’m able to… I’d leave none of you willingly… I know I sound like a lecherous fool… but I love you all too much.”

“Hush,” Delilah said. “We know you love us, and we you… our beautiful, powerful man… mhmm I hope dear Esther didn’t tire you out,” she continued, her small hand sliding over my hardening cock.

“Jesus,” I gasped. “I thought you’d both passed out hours ago.”

“I’m too excited to sleep,” Jasmine whispered, her fingers brushing back my hand as she lay alongside me, eyes tracing the lines of my face.

“Mhmmm me too.” Delilah moaned and then it was my turn to moan as the beautiful teen slipped her thick lips over the head of my dick.

Jasmine slipped her arm beneath my head, helping prop it up and rested her cheek alongside mine, joining in as I watched Delilah worship my cock. Only a faint light shone in from the stars and moon outside, but it was enough to make out the girl’s adorable, upturned nose, and thick pink lips. Not to mention her long dark lashes and flirty eyes as she looked up at me and her friend.

Turning my head, I beheld Jasmine’s stunning beauty, lined in moonlight, eyes bright with excitement as she watched her friend’s tongue slide up and down my glans. Reaching around I cupped her perfectly shaped rear. The girl grinned at me, biting her thick bottom lips and moaning in pleasure as my strong fingers caressed the soft flesh.

“I’ll never get over how good your hands feel… sir… mhmm.” Her deep voice sent chills down my spine to accompany the euphoric pleasure Delilah was spreading through my body as she took my cock down into the back of her throat. “Que bueno!”

The girl cried out as my hand slipped beneath her skirts, fingers grazing and then probing her wet lips until they found the treasure hidden at their peak. Her hands gripped my face and lips sought mine as I felt her body shudder upon my hand. Then a different heavenly warmth engulfed my cock and Delilah’s lips joined in the kiss, her massive firm breasts pressing into my chest.

“Ride him, sister,” Jasmine said with a fierce smile as she sat up and slithered free of her dress. “Ride our wild mustang!”

Delilah arched up, turning her shoulders and drawing Jasmine into a kiss, the two girls massaging one another’s breasts, pinching and twisting the nipples as I gripped the blonde’s hips and drove up into her with short hard thrusts.

“I’m…” the word had just left my mouth when both women fell forward on me and I felt Delilah’s pussy do something magical, milking my cock with a tight grip as she fucked me hard.

“In her my master!” Jasmine hissed. “Flood her womb with your seed!”

“Please, John! Oh god, I want your baby so bad… please cum in me!”

Growling, I welcomed the chance to fulfill her desire, my cock throbbing and flooding her young womb with load after load of thick seed.

“It’s… so hot… oh god,” Delilah moaned, her own body shuddering gently as she slumped in Jasmine’s arms.

If I thought my evening’s exertions were over yet, they once again showed me differently as Jasmine and Delilah both slid down to gather my cock in their mouths, sharing back and forth until it was steel hard once more. The sight of Delilah’s beautiful blonde hair and creamy skin as her tongue ran up one side of my cock, while Jasmine’s dark eyes looked up at me with passion, and her own tongue slid up the other side, nearly had me cumming.

I wasn’t about to miss out on her hungry young sex, nor did the girls seem intent on letting me. In fact, both were insistent that if I came in one, I had to come in the other within hours as they planned on have their first children together.

Delilah whispered this excitedly in my ears and assuaged my growing panic by pressing my cock home into her “sister’s” waiting pussy. I put the terror of becoming a father off for another time as I gripped Jasmine’s perfect ass and fucked her with hard, long strokes, intent on filling her womb just as I had Delilah’s. Her perfect large breasts jiggled beneath me, drawing my gaze like iron to a loadstone.

When Jasmine’s second orgasm stuck, her pussy walls writhed on my cock, and her hands gripped my arms as she grunted in pleasure. I could hold back no longer and unloaded the last of what I had into her. I remember little after that. Just fading into a deep, deep sleep while both Delilah and Jasmine held me, one of them running her fingers through my hair in a way that reminded me of my mom. It was in pleasant dreams that I spent my first night on our journey. If only all of them could have been as peaceful.
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Iwoke before dawn, extricating myself from the girls’ limbs and slipped on my clothes. From the sound of her humming, Grace was up and putting on a pot of coffee. When I slipped out of my tent, I was surprised to see her dressed and ready for the trail and the sun not even peeking over the far horizon.

“Morning,” I grumbled, wiping sleep from my eyes and stretching.

“Good morning, John,” Grace said, her eyes twinkling merrily. “Did you manage to get any rest last night? From the sounds of things, the girls put you through your paces.”

“Heh.” I chuckled, moving closer to the fire, beside the beautiful brunette. “Sleep certainly feels like it’s in short supply of late, not that I’m complaining.”

“I hope not,” Grace said, that crooked grin finding its way onto her lips.

Reaching out, she stirred the boiling coffee, and I took the opportunity to appreciate her fine figure once more. Grace wore a blue woolen riding dress that adhered to her curves in delightful ways. The high-necked dress showed not an inch of skin, but the way it molded itself to her massive breasts made my mouth dry and my young cock stiffen.

The woman was well aware of my regard and as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she turned in her seat, nimble fingers slipping free my hardening cock and wrapping her thick lips around its head. Her pale blue eyes burned with intensity as she stared up at me, one hand gripping my thigh and the other wrapped around my cock, stroking it while her fiery mouth sucked hard.

“Jesus, woman,” I hissed, grinning back at her.

“Tonight you spend with Esther and me,” Grace whispered, her hand working my cock quickly, “and you’ll breed us as you bred the girls, but I need to taste you.” Soft lips slid all over my fat head as she whispered, “I need to drink you down… please, John.” Her tongue slid along the underside, teasing the glans. “Let me taste your sweet seed.”

“You’re so beautiful.” The words just slipped out, ripped from my heart by the glorious sight of Grace worshipping my cock. “I want to fuck you so bad… but take it,” I hissed with fierce passion. “I want to see it fill your mouth before you swallow it down.”

“Yes!” moaned out Grace, her hand a blur as she stroked me hard, thick lips making a firm “o” that she pulled me into fucking.

In moments I was grunting out, toes curling and fingers flexing in the beautiful woman’s thick hair. Pleasure raced along my nerves, tingling from my spine to my toes, but the pleasure couldn’t match the incredible sight of my cum flooding Grace’s mouth in rope after rope before she desperately started swallowing it down.

I gasped as she latched onto the tip, sucking hard and milking the last of my cum into her mouth, the feeling so intense it was nearly painful and then she sat back, a grateful sigh escaping her throat as she ran a finger across her lips and sucked it clean.

“I feel… so… mhmm alive,” Grace said, a sublime smile spreading across her lips. “That is a morning meal I could get used to.”

“Me too,” I said breathlessly, legs still trembling in the wake of my tremendous orgasm.

“Here,” Grace said, lifting a tin cup and dipping out some boiling coffee, “take this and go check on the horses. I’ll see to breakfast and packing up. The girls should be up soon.”

“Pat me on the head and send me off to do chores?” I asked, lips quirked in a wry smile.

“Sending you away so I’m not tempted to jump your bones and end up too sore to ride for twelve hours today.” From the glint of lust in her eyes I could tell it was no idle comment and I felt a stirring in my loins once more. The thought of taking the woman right there in the open, protestations or no, was powerfully enticing. Grace saw the look in my eye and her hands trembled and for one pregnant moment I could see her begging me to do it, silently, then she shook herself out of the lust and waved. “Go on then… get the mounts ready, we have a long day ahead of us… and you have a long night ahead of yourself.”

“This is going to be an exhausting trip,” I muttered to myself as I headed to saddle the horses, an eager grin tugging at my lips the whole time.

The rising sun lit the peaks around us in golds and reds, and I took my time with the horses, appreciating the mountain beauty. We would soon ride into the sequoias and then down into the large central valley. Pa had gone out west, bringing back necessary supplies for the building of our house. I’d stayed behind, planting and doing what I could to prepare the foundation.

I regretted that now as I saddled the horses. I didn’t know the lands ahead and would be just as blind as the women to the dangers we might ride into. That truth didn’t sit well with me, but I had complete trust in Esther and her ability as a scout. The tall blonde was quiet about her past. She was similar to Grace in that way, but years as a scout in the military had trained her better than anything I’d experienced.

I let the animals have a small drink of water, not wanting too much in their bellies before we ran them, when Delilah found me. Her mare walked over, nuzzling the girl affectionately, and the rest of the animals pricked up their ears, eager for the treats she always brought for them. Sure enough, she walked down the line sharing out chunks of carrot to the happy creatures.

“You’re going to spoil them,” I said with a frown.

“I would never,” Delilah said with a pretty pout. “Besides, these are all too old to be spoiled. Momma has breakfast waiting for you. Better hurry before Esther steals it.”

“She wouldn’t,” I said with a chuckle.

“Oh aye she would,” Delilah said with a serious nod. “Said no sense in a plate growing cold if you’re going to waste your morning playing with yourself in the bushes.” She grinned mischievously at me. “You know you don’t have to do that, John, just come to me and Jasmine if you’re in need of relief.”

“That woman,” I grumbled and headed off to grab my food with the blonde’s laughter trailing behind me.

I still had a plate of food left for me, but it was missing several slices of bacon and Esther had an amused twinkle in her eye as she helped Grace pack up the tents and saddlebags. In a remarkably short time the camp was cleaned, and everything packed away on the horses. The women worked quietly and efficiently. Grace, Esther, and Delilah had months to practice their routine on the trip west, but it surprised me to see how easily Jasmine slipped in with them. She trailed Grace, a taller and more slender shadow, but with a similar strength and reserve.

Before we rode out Grace and Jasmine insisted on inspecting my wounds. To “ensure they wouldn’t open on the ride, or lead to further injuries,” they said, but the pair spent long minutes with their hands wandering over my muscles and waistline as they did their work. Once the teasing was complete and Delilah offered a fetching giggle at my obvious discomfort, we were once more a horse.

The morning passed quickly, the mountains offering gorgeous vistas wherever we looked. Delilah and Jasmine loved all the waterfalls that still ran, even this late in the year, and the animals that abounded so plentifully up here where humans ventured to rarely. Grace was quiet as she rode, and I knew she was planning for what she would do once we reached the city.

I was content to sit in silence and observe the majesty of nature around us. We ate lunch in the saddle, fresh biscuits, crumbly cheese, and smoked sausages filled us up and saw us through the pass.

Once we’d dropped into the lands of California, the wind picked up and the skies grew gray. The clouds threatened rain, but I didn’t smell it on the air and Esther didn’t seem concerned either. I was just beginning to think we should look for a camp when the blonde scout came riding back towards us hard. She didn’t have a weapon out, but I drew mine just to be sure, scanning the tree line behind her but seeing no sign of pursuit. The girls grew agitated as she raced up, but her wide smile allayed our fears.

“There’s a wagon train a couple miles down the mountain,” she said as she reigned in. “What do you think? Camp with them for the night or stay away?”

The women all looked to me, and I felt the weight of responsibility settle on my shoulders. I took a moment, weighing the different options and possibilities before finally nodding.

“We should at least greet them, find out what we can about the trail ahead.” Esther nodded at the wisdom of that. “Grace, you and the girls will wait in that stand of sequoias.” I pointed to a small stand just ahead of us up the slope. “From the ferns it looks like there’s water. Feed and water the horses; either way we’ll be making camp soon.”

“That’s wise.” Grace said. “But you two be safe now, and ride right back the moment you see trouble. Come along, girls, let’s make sure John and Esther have a warm meal when they get back.”

Delilah offered me a wink and Jasmine a wistful smile as they followed Grace and the pack animals into the small stand of trees. With a nod onwards, I followed Esther over the rippling mountainside and around a much larger patch of trees until we spotted the wagon train.

I like to think of myself as something of an expert on the wagoneers that cross the plains and mountains heading here. Over the years I’ve seen dozens pass through each year and heard of many more that hadn’t made it or stopped along the way to homestead. The passage north through Oregon was far easier than the one across the high desert, but still many tried it.

From the look of the ragged group below us, they too had fallen prey to the ills of crossing the high desert in the late summer weeks. I could seek red dust caked on the animals and wagons still, and ground into the broken and battered people’s clothing. Even now, after four or five days of slow wagon ride from the desert they were still covered in the stuff. The wagons were in disrepair, many with broken wheels and axles held together by crude iron bands or ropes. The people looked even worse than the wagons, bedraggled and haggard.

Weak with hunger, lack of sleep and raw from nerves on edge for months, I wasn’t surprised to see a small group of men hop to their feet the moment they spotted our horses and come forward with rifles at the ready. A tall older fellow with long white whiskers stepped to the fore and raised his rifle, not quite pointing it at us but definitely threatening.

“Ho there, strangers, not any closer until you tell us your business.” He nodded his head back at the women fearfully gathering in the children and herding them into and beneath the wagons. “We seen how you mountain folk greet innocent women and girls, and want no more of your kind.”

“Peace wagon-master,” I said, pulling up, Esther doing the same. I motioned, and she frowned at me but followed the order and slipped her rifle back in its saddle holster, though she kept her hand close to it. “We mean you no harm, and I sympathize with your fears. These mountains hold dangers worse than bears and lions, and we well know it.” I motioned to Esther and then back over our shoulders. “I and mine, three more women taking refuge up there, are traveling to the bay and its port. We’re riding hard but making camp nearby for the night. We have food and are willing to share it, if you can see to sharing your fire and numbers with us.”

The mention of food was like a bolt of lightning in the ranks of the men arrayed behind the old man. I saw the ragged men look from one to another and in some eyes the glint of greed and avarice and in others hopeless need. The old man was made of firmer stuff, and he shook his head, though it cost him in grumbles and sour looks from those following him.

“I wish I could, stranger, and please don’t take offense, but we’ve had our trust broken too many times by strangers.” He shook his head and spat to the side. “I never thought God’s grace would be in such short supply… when his beauty is so plain to see…”

“You’ve seen hard times,” I said, turning to look over the gathered wagons and making an obvious show of taking stock. I’d counted their numbers and judged their supplies when riding up, that’s why I’d made the offer to share our stores with them. I knew Grace had packed enough to feed a small army, just in case, but their reasonable fears wouldn’t allow for that. “And from what I gather a poor welcome by my fellow residents of these peaks… We will camp back there.” I pointed up the slope. “You’re free to see it and set watchers to make sure we stay all night. But allow Esther and I to take a couple of your men and show them the ways of our mountain deer and dwarf elk.”

The old man’s lips twisted sourly, and I stared hard into his dark eyes, willing him to see the reason in my words. The men behind him were unsure, but finally he nodded and turned.

“Barnard, you and your boys are our best hunters and the four of you should be enough to handle that big lad and the woman… what do you think?”

“We hunt rabbit and squirrel back east, boss…” The fellow had an owlish look as he gazed at Esther, like he couldn’t quite put the face with the outfit and weapons. “Since Earl died of the flux, we was your hunters but we ain’t found no game. Not sure we’re the right men for the job.”

“Can you shoot straight?” Esther asked, her feminine voice cutting through the men’s chatter like a hot knife through butter.

“Ma’am?” the bald fellow said, before swallowing hard.

“You and your boy’s, can you shoot straight? Say, at forty paces after running twenty meters at a dead sprint?”

“Oh, aye ma’am, except for the running, that’s what squirrel hunting is all about.” He grinned, face turning a touch foolish as his eyes drank in the lines of Esther’s startlingly beautiful face, while he waxed poetic about his love of killing varmints. “You see, the best part about hunting small game is the thrill of getting them on the jump because those little critters are always hopping from branch to branch and racing along the ground but the meat is the real treat. Why Momma used to make squirrel and chipmunk stew that was so good you would cry. I tell you, ma’am, you just the prettiest thing. I think I—”

“Right,” I blurted, cutting in before the man could say any more and make a fool of himself before his grinning companions. “We have about three hours before full dark. Barnard…?” I asked of the man who nodded quickly. “Grab your boys and we’ll see about getting your people some meat for supper. Esther and I will let Grace and the girls know what’s going on.”

“Mind if I send a couple fellows to check on what you say?” the old man asked before grimacing and stepping forward to drop his rifle and hold out his hand. “Name’s Stetson and I apologize for my rudeness earlier. You seem like fair people; we’ve just had to learn the hard way to keep our guard up.”

“No apology necessary,” I said taking his strong hand and shaking it. I was pleased to feel hard callouses and a strong grip to match my own and see his hard dark eyes soften as he felt my corresponding grip. “I am John, and this is Esther. It’s a pleasure and you have nothing to worry about, we understand your fear and will respect it.”
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With a final nod to the men, I wheeled my mount around and led the way back to Grace and the girls. The woman hadn’t set up the tents or most of camp but had built a fire with Jasmine and was cooking a meal. When Esther and I relayed what we’d found she shook her head sadly.

“Those poor people. There but for the grace of god go us, Esther. You two are so kind to help them out and don’t worry about us, we’ll stay safe.”

“That’s one benefit of their fear,” I said, making sure the girl’s weapons were loaded and set out in easy reach. “They plan to set watchers to make sure you ladies stay here. They’ll have the added benefit of making sure you stay safe and if they get up to any mischief, I trust the three of you to handle yourselves better than they would in a fight.”

“You do?” Delilah asked, her eyes oddly soft.

“Of course,” I said, her face brightening, and I sensed she wished more from me, but instead I turned and grabbed my own weapons and pulled my moccasins out of my saddlebags. “With any luck, we’ll have fresh meat for supper tonight.”

I flashed a smile but only caught disappointed looks from Delilah and Jasmine. Esther and I left Grace and the girls to set up the tents when two of the settlers rode up near the camp on their slow draft horses. There was nothing threatening about the pair of men, in their threadbare clothing and the awkward way they held their rifles, but Esther and I offered them both nods of respect which left them sitting a touch straighter.

I overheard one man commenting to the other he thought I must be some sort of witch to have set a spell on so many beautiful women. Suppressing a smile to myself, I caught Esther glance at me and lift an eyebrow as if in question. The look so alarmed me I turned to her, and she burst out in laughter, slapping her thigh, and drawing the two settlers’ stares to her.

When the men looked over, Esther’s laughter cut off abruptly and she swooned in her saddle, reaching up with one hand to touch her forehead and then looked at me with such burning intensity that I sat back in the saddle. The normally reserved woman reached up and played with the button of her shirt, popping one and then two open as we rode back to the train.

“Esther?” I asked in concern. “Are you ok?”

“Just making sure they believe you’re a witch,” she whispered with a twinkle in her eye as she parted her shirt, flashing me a wink of perfect pale breast. “I think they bought it.”

“You’re insane,” I said shaking my head, which caused the woman to laugh, and when the pair of men nearly fell out of their saddles at her laugh, it caused Esther to laugh even harder, doubling over, tears in her eyes from it. “You have the weirdest sense of humor.”

“Perhaps,” she said, sitting back and wiping a tear from her cheek, “or perhaps you’re just a stick in the mud.”

“I am not!”

I had to shout it for the woman had already put heels to horse and was riding off, her long blonde hair streaming behind, whipping back and forth, grin wide and face shining in joy, carefree as the wind itself. Unable to contain my own grin, I chased after her, feeling alive as my horse’s hooves threw up the mountains hard soil.

Barnard and three older boys were waiting for us when we rode up. At first glance I took all three for boys but on second glance I saw the oldest was at least my age though he seemed younger with that gawping mouth and wide eyes as he stared at Esther. His brothers were no better, but soon their jaws snapped shut when Esther made a wry comment about whether they were waiting for flies or cocks to land inside.

I took a backseat during the hunting lesson. Keeping my comments to letting them know how I read the mountains, where to find water and what berries and greens were edible. Esther was a professional at training raw recruits and within minutes of stalking through a stand of trees, she was softly berating Barnard as an example to the boys, about how to walk and where to hold his rifle so he didn’t sweep the muzzle past any of us.

Esther and I both suspected where we would find some deer watering for the evening, but we took our time approaching the position. Sweeping the men wide around upwind and showing them where the local game lived and fed. The youngest took down a rabbit with his sling, and I was surprised and pleased to see they had some skill with the difficult weapons.

The kill gave the four men some heart and relaxed them around Esther and me. This was both good and bad, for without his fear Barnard couldn’t seem to keep his mouth shut around the stunning blonde. After two minutes of the man’s inane chatter and hapless flirtations, she took him aside in the woods and spoke with him for a few moments quietly. When they returned the man looked somewhat chastened but from the looks of envy he threw my way, the woman had been more open with the man than I might have liked.

What’s done is done, I thought, and motioned Esther down into the hollow we’d been circling. Lifting a finger to my lips, I motioned the four men to silence and crouched, scanning the dense underbrush for a quiet way down.

Once again it was Esther who found the path, motioning us to follow as she snaked through red manzanita bushes and stunted trees on the rocky slope. With the sun behind us and wind heading that way as well, there was little chance of us alerting anything in the bottom of the basin, but it’s best to be safe when empty stomachs are on the line.

Esther motioned for the line to slow and drew her rifle around. The boys ahead grew excited, shifting nervously and tapping one another, and then I saw the herd standing around the pool drinking. There were three dozen head of deer standing around the edge of the pool, nearly all doe and fawns. When Barnard’s eldest boy lifted his rifle Esther grabbed the barrel and shoved it down with a stern look of disapproval.

Shaking her head, she motioned the boys to hunker down. The wind was still blowing gently and offered us plenty of cover for sound and scent. As we waited, Esther whispered to the boys, Barnard close enough to overhear, about the need to maintain herd integrity. Hunting fawn and doe might yield tender meat, but it would drive the herds off and shrink them over time.

It only took a moment for a few young bucks to saunter in and drink. Noting the alpha male, I marked him apart and pointed to a couple smaller and weaker male deer. Their antler racks were all broken, evidence of having been dominated within the herd. Once Barnard and his boys had their sights set, Esther and I took aim as well.

“Ready…” Esther warned, “fire!”

Six rifles went off, and three rounds hit their mark. It was impossible to tell in the tumult of so many shots, but I was certain Esther and I’s rounds were the ones that dropped the pair of deer in their tracks, hearts pierced. The third round struck a doe in the ribs, close to the heart, and the middle son punched the air in triumph.

“This much meat will feed us for days,” Barnard’s eldest son breathed as we approached the now silent pond, the herd having scattered the moment our shots rang out. “Excepting what you, sir, and you, ma’am, take for you own.”

“It’s all yours,” Esther said, and I nodded in agreement.

“We have supplies to carry us to San Fran and beyond and that’s the case. Grace packs heavy, and more meat would only weigh us down.” I nodded to Esther and her skinning knife and pointed at the middle brother whose shot had hit. “Now pay attention to the skinning and cleaning. Esther will demonstrate on the first, but your round is in the second, so it’s your responsibility, and the third your brother will handle.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy said with a nod and a quick swallow. His face blanched, but he paid close attention to Esther’s instructions without need of prodding.

Barnard gave me a nod of appreciation and stood beside me watching on, eyes drinking in every detail as much as his boys. After initially putting the man in his place, Esther and I had laid off him, instead instructing the boys and disciplining them. I took my cues from the beautiful blonde but saw the wisdom in her strategy right away.

By starting off with disciplining the father for an esoteric error, Esther had shown herself to be not only a subject matter expert but also fearless when dressing down a man years her senior. Then by focusing her discipline and attention on the boys she could instruct, without emasculating the father, and he could learn without appearing ignorant.

“At this point,” Esther was saying, the entrails a neat pile, and the meat quartered and set within the skin, “you should have already decided how you’re going to transport the kill. Come and test its weight. You might not realize from your smaller game just how heavy a full-grown deer can be, even without bones and bladder.”

The boys all took a turn at picking up the oblong package and between its weight and odd size had trouble lifting it past their knees.

“Let me show you how,” Barnard said gruffly.

Pushing his eldest aside, he squatted in the proper posture and hoisted the meat, skins and sweetbreads up onto his chest, staggering under the weight.

“Nghnn… see, mistress,” he said to Esther. “Just need… ugh…. A real man to carry it… mhgh.”

He took several steps under the weight but nearly tipped over. I saw tragedy about to unfold as the blood skins with bits of meat exposed nearly tumbled into the dirt, but Esther was faster than I. Stepping forward quickly she supported the man with her hips and shoulder, wrapping an arm around his waist and helping him to the ground.

His arms were weak and a small silly grin on his face as the woman wrestled the package to the ground with a grunt. She was oblivious to the euphoria she’d caused by brushing up against the man, nor did she notice him turn his head after her and inhale the aroma of her hair, smile turning wistful.

“I think you all see what I mean,” Esther said, moving over to a tree and drawing her long knife. “A travois is the best way to carry a load like this if you’ve another to help. Or you can do what Grace and I have done.”

“What’s that mistress, Esther?” asked the middle son as he ran her skinning knife across a sharpening stone.

“Get yourself a freakish physical specimen like John there.” She winked at me, flashing that crooked grin of hers that sends tingles into my belly. “Show them, handsome.”

I rolled my eyes and reached down, hefting up the meat and skins on one shoulder and doing a little hop to settle it in place.

“You expect me to walk with this?” I asked, turning to look at the tall woman.

“I just wanted to see their faces,” Esther said, a grin overtaking her face as she stared at the brothers and Barnard.

It surprised me to see shock and awe written plain across the two older brothers, and fervent hero worship overtaking the youngers as they looked up at me. The looks made little sense, not for the simple feat of lifting something awkward and heavy. But as unsettling as the brothers’ expressions were, their father’s was oddest of all. Barnard’s eyes glittered and at first I thought it was with anger, or some misplaced jealousy, but then they grew moist, and he grinned with pride.

The look hit something within me. It was the pure and unvarnished pride of a man showing pride in a boy, and with the recent loss of the father, I didn’t realize how much I ached for that look. He noticed how much his emotion affected me and grew embarrassed and shy, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Get you on that deer,” Barnard said gruffly to his middle son. “Don’t make no sense standing around while the lights fading. And mind you don’t disappoint mistress Esther now! She done showed you a valuable skill, do me proud boy.”

I stood there watching but not seeing the young man skin and clean the deer. Once he was cutting through to the meat, with Esther’s directions guiding him, the lad was able to carve out the flesh his round had soured and then dug the bullet out of the creature’s lung.

“Two inches from the heart,” I said with a nod, letting some emotions swirling inside shine through. “He wouldn’t have made it two hundred paces before dropping. It was an excellent shot.”

“Really?” the boy said, face green and arms coated in blood and viscera to the elbows.

“Aye, lad,” his father said, his eyes on me with a grateful smile, “The young Master speaks truth. It was a fine shot, better than your bothers and I.”

I could see the words stuck home for the boy and he took to the rest of his task with more confidence and thus more skill. Even his elder brother was impressed when he held aloft the clean and unscarred skin, having staked and scraped it quickly. There would be no chance to cure or dry it, but their mother would boil it down and find any number of uses for it.
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Esther downed and cleaned several poles and helped the boys create a travois to carry the meat. Their horses were far too skittish of carrying the fresh kills, and with all the bones and sweetbreads we were taking for soups, stocks and whatever else they could cook up, our mounts and shoulders were loaded as well.

It turned out that Esther did plan for me to carry the bundle of meat from her kill all the way there on my shoulders. However, she showed the boys how to wrap it to sit properly on the shoulders in a balanced bundle. Using ropes, she even lashed it high, and I barely even felt the weight. Whatever silly respect I’d earned from just lifting the bundle went up triple fold when they saw me jogging alongside my mount on our way back to their camp.

“Master John,” the youngest boy said, wincing every time the travois pole bounced on his shoulder, “we can’t thank you enough for this kindness… our sis… our momma… all our family and friends… we ain’t met no one like you two and… just want to say you give me hope for the west.”

“It’s a hard land,” I said, the steel in my voice wiping the grin off the boys’ faces, “and I’ll not sugarcoat it for you. No matter where you end up, you’ll find worse trouble than hunger and cold.”

The weight on my shoulders was dragging on me, and the rope cut into my neck something fierce, giving me a bullish temper. Esther shot me a glare when she saw I didn’t mean to continue, and I struggled to find words for these green kids and their hapless but well-meaning father.

“You have four good rifles there,” I said, my voice cutting through the sound of horse and heavy breath in that way I have, drawing both father and son’s eyes to me. “And just a single good firearm can see a family safe when in trained hands. It’s your job, each and every one of you, to gain the skills necessary to protect those who can’t protect themselves. Not just your loved ones but all those who could be victims to evil men. It’s your responsibility to pass on that knowledge to those willing to learn.”

I’m not accustomed to long speeches, but over the past week or so I’d found myself giving more and more. Finding the right words was hard sometimes, but I pushed on, seeking not to comfort the men, but prepare them for a hard life, without beating them down.

“There are covenants that a godly man can’t break, even in a lawless land. For there is a higher law.” Holding up a hand, the other holding my burden in place, I counted them off. “You shall not murder and shall only seek to kill in the last resort, to protect yourself or those you love. You will not take what isn’t yours by rights, for out here it’s an eye for an eye. One-man cuts another’s herd, and he can expect the same in kind. Round and round, it goes. Soon you have a frontier war, and everyone loses.”

Closing my fingers into a fist, I glared at each man in turn, my legs churning tirelessly beneath me, but my neck screaming in pain.

“And the most sacred is the feminine, to be guarded with your life if needs be. Out here men can lose their sense as I’m sure you’ve learned.” From the grim nods I saw they’d dealt with that sort already. “Trust no one and offer no quarter to those animals. But understand also…” I shook my head, loath to offer this but needing to. “Some of those aren’t evil, just weak when there’s no ‘law’ looking over their shoulder. Those are the most dangerous, because even they don’t know what they’ll do until given the chance. So, train. Arm yourselves. Greet strangers with suspicion but always, always leave them with some gift of offering.”

“Sir?” the middle brother said. “We’re to give strangers our things?”

“Nothing you’ll miss,” I said, “and not everyone, but any major party you cross. It’s a native tradition that cultivates good will. Between groups that see each other little, unhealthy suspicions and prejudices can build. They know of this danger and seek the path of peace.”

“Seek the path of peace,” the youngest brother said, nodding and repeating the phrase to himself silently.

I frowned, about to warn the boy that I was just some fool who knew little but his mountains, but Esther reached out and gripped my forearm and shook her head ever so slightly. I turned my frown on her, but she just nodded forward and patted my arm, smiling as though to let me know I’d done a good job, though I wasn’t sure I had.

We got to the wagoner’s camp after dark had set in and I was pleased to see lookouts hear our approach and call out before we spotted their fires. Men came forward in the dark, surprised not to see us, but to see the haul we were bringing in. Word spread quickly, and soon there were dozens of hands to help with the kills.

“Barnard, boys!” Stetson said, striding forward. “Esther and John, we can’t thank you—”

After grunting a greeting, I ignored the man and made for the largest cook fire I could see where several matrons hurried around, setting up spits and roasting trays. A mutter from the right was strange enough to draw me out of my aching stupor, but I refrained from turning my head, instead staggering to a halt and turning my whole body to look.

A half dozen nuns and a brown-robed friar were holding service and entertaining the children while the women and men worked. The sight of their black and white habits were so shocking that I nearly tipped over when I lost my balance.

“Wow there, big boy,” a woman said as she approached from the direction I’d been heading. “Why don’t you let Stetson and Barnard help you with that burden, eh? We can all see you’re the biggest and strongest in these mountains… nothing to prove here… no sir, nothing at all.”

I turned and started walking forward, the woman falling in beside me. She glanced at Esther, who just shrugged back up at me with a roll of her large dark eyes.

I ignored the women and the rest, intent on the stool and table where I saw a girl sharpening a cleaver. When I approached, she looked up, eyes widening, and swallowed hard. I motioned to the ropes digging painfully into my shoulders, sides and neck and she nodded quickly. I turned around, and she performed some quick work with her cleaver and my bundle fell back onto the table and I let a loud sigh of relief.

“Sorry,” I said, stretching my neck left and right. “I just had to finish the path, you know?”

“She wouldn’t understand, Master John,” Stetson said with a jovial grin, stepping forward and gripping my hand. “But us men do and a fine job, sir, a fine job indeed. From what Barnard tells me, you and Esther take to the wilds like the natives themselves. A revelation and some much-needed grace for our wagon train. We can’t thank you enough, sir.”

“It was our pleasure,” I said, nodding to the man and the dark-haired and eyed matron who snagged Esther and drew her aside.

I peered after the pair, frowning as the woman whispered quickly in the tall blonde’s ear. But the wagon master had me by the elbow and Barnard was telling the story of our hunt in that breathless way of his. The men and boys kept me for long minutes, not pestering me with questions or comments, but having close, eager to get me anything I needed.

When Barnard finished his story, telling of how his boy shot true and proving Mistress Esther’s trust in him was well founded, I shook hands all around, grateful when I could slip free of the pack of men. I found Esther waiting for me with the horses, a small knit blanket folded neatly over one arm.

She wouldn’t tell me what the woman had said, nor who had given her the blanket, but I left the woman to her secretive smiles. Several times she thought I wasn’t paying attention as she rubbed the soft blanket on her cheek and smelled its perfume. She is an odd woman, and given to sudden and strange affections, as I well know.

Grace and the girls welcomed us back with open arms and warm food, which we ate too fast. I let the woman tell her tale and was grateful for the darkness and fire’s glow when she saw fit to embellish the men’s reaction to my physique. Once again Delilah couldn’t pass up an opportunity to tease me, saying how I should just go around with sleeveless shirts so I could cow my enemies into submission by the girth of my arms alone.

Esther made a wry comment about the girth of something else, and that’s when Grace saw fit to usher the girls into their tent. I was digging out my oil rag to clean my gun when Esther’s warm hands slipped over mine and drew me towards our tent.

“There is time for that in the morning,” she said. “You only fired one round and I know it was clean before we went out. Come to bed.” Her bright green eyes sparkled in the glow of the embers, and I noticed her shirt was unbuttoned just as it had been when she was teasing the watchers.

I let her lead me into their darkened tent and draw me down into the blankets with her. It was as if I held my best friend and lover at the same time. The connection I had with Esther was unlike that with Grace or either of the girls. Both not as deep, and yet deeper at the same time.

We shared a love of silence and nature, and each was happiest after working up a bit of sweat. Which the woman had every intention we do even before Grace slipped in for the night. Her quick fingers unlaced my britches and fished free my cock before I knew what was happening. With a wrestling move I’d never seen or felt before, she had me on my back, wrists together above my head as she sheathed my cock in her incredibly narrow pussy.

She grinned as I muscled her hands behind her back and locked her wrists together. Gasping in pleasure and bending forward to kiss me as she rocked her hips up and down, I held the woman close, one hand gripping her wrists and the other gathering her skirts up so I could grip the flesh of her perfect ass.

Her bright green eyes burned in the faint starlight as she sat up slightly, gazing into my face with wonder and love. We stared at one another, neither able to find the words, nor able to cease our thrusting loins. Then I was witness to her beauty ripening into something truly magnificent as an orgasm began in her trembling eyelids and spread through the muscles of her face and body.

We held one another for long moments as Esther calmed down, her sex always so sensitive after orgasm. I held her, removing her clothing slowly, kissing and letting my fingers trace the lines of her lean form. She reminded me of nothing so much as a lioness, all lean muscles and dangerous curves, but with a softness for those she’d let into her pack.

Soon another sensation intruded on my reverie with the beautiful blonde, and it was my turn to gasp in pleasure as a hot wet tongue slid up and over my balls. Grace had slipped out of her clothing unnoticed and as Esther slid to the side, grinning at her friend, the gorgeous brunette climbed on, bottom lip trembling and wordlessly drawing my cock within her weeping sex.

I couldn’t get enough of touching her exquisite body, but she and Esther were dead set on removing my clothing. I growled in mock frustration when I was forced to give up one massive, perfect breast so they could pull my undershirt over my head. The effort was rewarded with both women’s hands sliding up and down my abs and chest as Grace rode me slowly, her soft hot pussy griping my cock like no other. Her massive breasts pressed together and shook delightfully every time I fucked up into her pussy hard.

It wasn’t long until it was Grace’s turn to moan out, shaking and clutching me as she came hard. Though her sex was just as sensitive as Esther’s neither would let me leave her hungry womb until I’d left my seed to quicken.

The thought only stirred me on and with Esther whispering in my ear I rolled Grace over, gripping her wide soft ass with one hand and drawing a massive nipple to my mouth with the other as I fucked her with long hard strokes.

“Yes baby, breed her belly, John. Give her a prince!”

The words were a mumbled jumble in my head, for I could think of nothing more than the exquisite heaven I was in. I held myself up on my elbows, holding her close as I looked down into her gorgeous blue eyes, their pale color shining in the darkness.

“Please,” she whispered, one soft hand reaching up to cup my cheek, and I felt her quivering pussy convulse on my cock as she squeezed her eyes closed and bit her bottom lip.

The sight of my gorgeous Grace orgasming for a second time on my dick was too much. Between the sensations and the sights I could hold back no longer, and the world exploded in white wonder. My toes curled, and I clung to her, gasping and trembling for a moment.

“Oh, John… so much… I can feel it… filling me… thank you.” Her trembling lips found mine, and she was kissing me in between mumbling. “Thank you!”

“I love you so much!” Esther said, her hand slipping between the pair of us, and I turned, expecting her to be addressing me, but she grinned at Grace, her smile delighted. “I can’t wait ’til you and the girls are with child!”

If Grace was going to say something in reply Esther beat her to it with a deep soulful kiss. The sight of the beautiful women in such a passionate kiss, their pink tongues slipping into one another’s mouths, had my cock throbbing. Grace’s push gave a pulse of pleasure, and I was rocking within her once more.

Sitting up I reached over and drew down Esther’s pants and pulled off her shirt, breaking up their kiss and stealing her lips for myself. The woman moaned into my lips, and I felt Grace playing with the blonde’s breasts. Griping Esther’s hips with a tight grip, I felt my fingers sink into the hollow of her hipbones and she yelped when I lifted.

The yelp quickly turned into a moan of pleasure as I set her down atop her friend. She and the beautiful brunette continued to make out as I slipped the head of my hardening cock from Grace and into Esther. She moaned out and Grace reached around, gripping the woman’s ass, and pushing it back into my thrust.

“Oh Jesus,” Esther moaned into her kiss.

“His name is John,” Grace said back with a giggle, “and though he’s no god… he’s more than a man.”

“You… mhmm… can… say that… oh baby… right there… harder… yes… again… yes!… FUCK!”

Her nails dug into one of my arms as she reached back and gripped it, but I was hardly aware of the pain as her pussy milked the shaft and head of my cock, the muscles within her body tensing and relaxing in odd progression. She collapsed atop Grace, but I didn’t relent. With each thrust she whimpered, almost like she was in pain, but her lips were pulled back in a grin, tears streaming down her eyes as she clutched Grace’s hand with her other.

“I’m… cumming!” I said.

Esther’s eyes flared wide, and I saw a deep hunger there and she looked back over her shoulder, meeting mine. Her nod was imperceptible, but the fierce need in her eyes was undeniable. With Grace stroking Esther’s beautiful straight blonde hair with one hand and gripping her hand with the other, she smiled up at me, tears in her eyes.

By chance there was no sound as I came, the power of our intimacy almost overwhelming the pleasure of my release, and no words or moans were necessary. We clung to one another, the two women curling up in my arms, twin grins on their faces as they touched foreheads.

Grace took my hand and pulled it around her and her friend. Making sure I held Esther closest to me, the tall blonde was the strongest of us most of the time. But in certain moments she could show a startling vulnerability. Sleep was long in coming for me, but that was for the best. I got to be there with Grace to make sure Esther slept soundly, without troubling dreams keeping her up.

The brunette kissed me one final time after heading out to make her water, her soft lips easing the muscles of my shoulders and neck. Before I knew what had happened the woman had worked her magic and I lay on my stomach, arms down at my sides as her hands found knots I hadn’t known existed and gently worked them out. Sleep stole me away as her small and slender fingers worked my neck.

I had wild dreams of hot lips and wicked words but the long day of riding and night of hunting, not to mention my exertions after supper, left no room for me to awaken short of anything except gunshot above my head.
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When I awoke the sun had just peeked up over the horizon. I sat up and stretched but looked down at myself and around with some amusement. Grace sat on a small boulder, her hair in a thick dark braid over one shoulder as she stirred a pot of oats. She glanced at me and the amused smile on her face faltered for a moment and her cheeks heated. When she went back to cooking breakfast, she stirred far faster than seemed necessary to me.

I distinctly remembered pulling my undershorts back on before I fell asleep, but now they lay nearby, neatly folded but showing some unsightly white stains. I glanced from the stained undergarments to my crotch, which looked as though all four women had covered me in their white juices. Once more I looked at Grace, but she didn’t look back, cheeks heating as she stirred the oats so fast, I thought they must spill out the sides.

“What happened last night?” I asked, beginning to worry that I’d done something terrible in my sleep. Movement drew my gaze to the girls’ tent and Jasmine poked her head out, shoulders bare and breasts hanging down, covered by her hair.

“Delilah’s mom rode you, mi amore.” Her dark eyes shone when she glanced at Grace. “Like no stallion has ever been and it was glorious to behold—”

“Jasmine!” Grace said, her look fierce but voice as cultured and measured as ever. “I think if we have time to make jokes, then we have time to start breaking down the tents.”

“Mistress Grace,” Jasmine said, sitting up, her thick dark hair falling to her side and revealing those gloriously massive eighteen-year-old breasts, and the dark “V” between her legs that hid in delectable shadows, “I would never joke about what I witnessed… ever.”

The solemnity of her words made Grace sit up straight and drop her airs. Meeting the girl’s eyes, she nodded, and I caught a quick grin pass between the two before Delilah broke in with her grumbles about noise and waking on the ground. Her naked arms snaked out and drew Jasmine back into the blankets, and I watched Grace’s eyes linger on the beautiful Latina’s curves before she glanced at me and winked.

“That tent’s not going to pack itself either,” she said and grinned when I laughed out loud.

We were packed and heading southwest down the mountains in little time. The wagon train was in the midst of routing themselves, having stayed up late after everyone got their first rations of fresh meat in a long time.

Hands raised in farewell as we rode past them and I saw a matronly figure step out and wave to Esther, who returned the greeting with a small nod. Even from where we were, I saw hope blossom on the woman’s handsome face, and I frowned at Esther. It was her business, and if she’d wanted to speak of it, she would have already. So I held my questions.

They were kind folk who’d had a tough go of it. I had some faith they could make it, but they were riding into the same country the girls and I were and the farther down we dropped the less sure I felt about myself. The country opened up, the peaks disappearing first behind smaller mountains, and as the day wore on to afternoon into hills.

The trees changed gradually, and so did the grasses and late season flowers. The land itself felt different to me. Emptier and wider. I puzzled on it through the evening as Grace and Jasmine cooked supper and Esther and Delilah refilled the skins. I worked in silence, my thoughts on the wide-open horizon and tall golden grasses.

Memories felt fragile and that made me feel unsafe, unsure of what had come before or might come after. Like a miner come up from underground, only the opposite. There was no longer a vista in sight, nothing to climb or scale. Just rolling hillsides for as far as the eye could see. The air itself felt different, thicker, richer in a way that I didn’t want to admit to myself. I felt like I could run forever down here.

The women didn’t mind the changed horizon, although Grace took time to check on me, seeing the distress. The offer was welcome, but it wasn’t till Esther started digging out a strange set of tack and bridle that I could drag myself out of dour thoughts.

“What are those?” I asked, stepping over and watching as she untangled the straps and buckles. They looked newly made and little used. The buckles shone, and the leather was supple and soft. It was clear she treated whatever it was just as good as she did her rifle, the buckles polished to a mirror shine and the leather looked well-oiled and supple.

“You’ll find out tomorrow,” the tall blonde said with a mysterious air, “now that we’re back in grasslands and open fields… well, you’ll see what a cavalry woman is capable of.”

I frowned and was about to press her for more details, but Delilah and Jasmine were heading to the edge of camp with their rifles. Instead of pressing Esther, I grabbed my gun and headed after the girls, knowing it wouldn’t hurt to keep my skills sharp.

Delilah had improved dramatically since her first outing with the weapon and having Jasmine to show off for helped keep her focused. The dark-haired girl was happy to be silly and carefree when there weren’t chores or pressing matters, but once she focused on a task, it was absolute.

We took turns firing at a small round bit of lead set twenty, thirty and then forty paces away. It was after the third time Delilah asked for me to help her get into her stance, her firm ass grinding into my crotch, that I could stand no more of it. The blonde let out a yelp of surprise as I scooped her up, crushing my lips to hers. For a long moment I held her, rifle clutched in one weak hand, the other arm circling her waist and pulling her in close.

I was pleased to see Delilah stagger on her toes when I abruptly stepped back. Blinking oddly vacant eyes, her lips twisted in a sour grimace when I tapped her rifle and pointed back down range.

“You’re no fun sometimes, John,” Delilah said, raising her rifle and snapping off a quick shot that missed by a few inches. I schooled my face not to grin at her adorable pout, but I couldn’t help trailing my fingers down her side to cup her hip and draw her in close as Jasmine stepped up to the line.

“Tell you what,” I said, “you hit that bit of lead three times in a row at forty paces and I’ll give you all the fun you could hope for.”

“Promise?” Delilah said with an eager grin, the crack of Jasmine’s rifle not even phasing her.

“Aye,” I said nodding and right away wishing I hadn’t.

Delilah can be a silly and flighty flower and her beauty only helps to further the mask. So, it’s easy to forget the iron that lives just beneath the surface. Her face shone with a touch of that determination now. As Jasmine stepped aside, she raised an eyebrow when she caught the blonde’s expression.

Taking a stance and raising her weapon, Delilah sighted along the barrel, releasing her breath and firing at the perfect moment.

Ting!

The girl’s confidence only grew, but she never wavered from her training, breathing slowly as she squeezed off two more rounds, the iron skipping across the dry grasses each time.

Ting! Ting!

“Well now,” the girl said, turning to me and resting the rifle across one shoulder, “what was that about… Eh, hey… John!”

The girl let out a peel of laughter as I dropped my rifle and scooped her into one arm. Turning, I grabbed up Jasmine in the other and she threw back her head howling in glee as I carted the pair down into a depression of thick green grasses beneath a downed tree, the girls dropping their guns as I lay them both down.

On one side was golden, patrician beauty as might be seen in an English court, and on the other a dark-eyed enchantress that blended innocence and vivacity in one. My powerful thighs parted each of theirs, my legs slipping between each woman’s and drawing them in together. When I bent down to kiss them, each had read my heart and moved forward as one. Our noses bumped and teeth clicked once but we didn’t care, so intent on being together as one and sharing in the love.

I lost track of time and place as I made love to the gorgeous girls. The soft grasses felt amazing on our naked skins and the late evening sun the perfect blend of warmth and shadow. At one point a figure could be seen silhouetted against the golden sky and I knew her instantly. Grace had come to watch as Jasmine rode me.

The dark-haired eighteen-year-old threw back her head, arching her back and thrusting forth her large firm breasts. I could only grip her hips and hold on as she took control of our rhythms. Like a panther racing along tree limbs in the jungle, the girl undulated, her figure hypnotic. I couldn’t see much out of the corner of my eye, and with the sweet sensation of her tightness milking the cum from my cock, I thought I saw pride and pleasure written on the older woman’s face, before she slipped back out of sight to camp.

Delilah held me to my promise, and it was a sore man and two bow-legged women who made their way back to camp. Esther lay in their tent, her heavy slow breaths telling us she slept soundly. We kept quiet as we ate a warmed meal under Grace’s keen eyes. The woman said nothing as she pulled the skillet off the fire and dished out the food she’d kept warming on the coals.

Delilah opened her mouth, and I could almost hear the wisecrack before she said it but one cool look from Grace dried the words on her tongue. Jasmine noticed the exchange and grew thoughtful and grinned when her friend’s mother scooped her a double portion. Delilah opened her mouth to protest, face purpling with indignation, but once more all it took was a look from Grace for her to close her mouth.

The blonde teen wasn’t witness, for her mother was turning, but I saw the wink she thew Jasmine and the slight nod toward Delilah. The Latina took her meaning right away, faster than I did, if I’m honest, and smiling conspiratorially pushed part of her food onto Delilah’s plate while Grace’s back was turned, earning a flash of conspiratorial grin from the blonde. With that simple act, Jasmine secured herself a friend and sister for life, if she hadn’t already in the short and wild time they’d known each other.

Grace searched my face, looking for something she didn’t find, and a warm contented smile spread across her lips. She was humming as she cleaned up the last of the meal and came to sit at my feet while we ate. Her warm back rested against the side of my leg and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Even aching and sore, the woman never failed to affect me.

“I’m exhausted,” Delilah whispered, a tired grin on her face as she looked over at Jasmine. “Bed?”

The Latina nodded, yawning and covering her mouth with one hand.

“Bed sounds great,” she said. “Even a blanket on the ground… what am I becoming?”

“Tough,” Grace said softly, “and brave… both of you.”

Delilah met her mother’s eyes, and I saw the tension ease between them, for the moment at least, and the girl offered her a smile. Looking to me, Delilah’s smile turned a touch more lascivious, though tired.

“Round two, my mighty mountain man?” she asked.

“No.” It wasn’t me who answered but Grace. She looked up from where she leaned against me, smile fading and her face growing serious. “John and I need to have a chat. One that’s long overdue.”

“About Grandma?” Delilah said, voice quieting to a whisper, the exhaustion gone from it and raw nerves showing through.

“Not that,” Grace replied, voice barely carrying over the sound of the wind and fire. With a slight frown of displeasure for the girl, she continued, “Not yet… Never, if I can help it.” It was my turn to frown at her, but she ignored me and nodded to Delilah and Jasmine. “These matters don’t concern you, not yet.”

“I have a right to know, Mom,” Delilah said, voice no louder than her mother’s but far harder. “This was supposed to be a partnership, remember? Not a monarchy.”

“I plan to tell him about Gunderson,” Grace said, causing Delilah to flinch. “If you wish to be a part of the talk…” The girl shook her head quickly, anger and revulsion twisting her beautiful features. “Then get you two to bed; you can tell your friend what you will of the man.”

“Come on, Jasmine,” Delilah muttered, “if you want to hear about my father, I’ll tell you, but it isn’t a pretty story.”

“It never is,” the dark-haired teen said, her eyes lingering on Grace and me before she ducked into the tent after the shorter blonde.
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“It isn’t as terrible as she makes it out to be,” Grace said, her pale blue eyes shining up at me, gathering the faint light from the stars and coals, “but as I’ve told you before, it was no tale of love.”

“You tell me what you want, when you’re comfortable saying it,” I said, reaching around her shoulders and hugging her close. “I’ll be grateful for what you can offer me, and patient for what you can’t, yet.”

“How did we get so lucky, that a man like you found and loves us?”

“You found me,” I said, holding her close, “and there’s never been a luckier man.”

“Hush you,” she said, swatting my knee with one hand before crossing her arms beneath her massive bosom and leaning her head back against my thigh, “and listen close while I tell you of a young woman lost in a big city, with nothing more to her name than the wits in her skull and a dress to make men weep.”

“You’ve more going on than that,” I breathed, my hand reaching around to cup the side of one massive breast. “A damn sight more.”

“I’m not speaking of myself, thank you very much,” she said with a joking acerbic attitude. Her lips were frowning but she hadn’t moved away from my touch, instead pressing into my hand and shivering slightly when I found her large nipple and rolled the soft flesh beneath thumb and forefinger, loving the feel as it hardened.

“And quit that for… mhmm… now.” She peeked over quickly and saw the girls were inside their tent, the opening facing away from us. “There will be time for that later… if you’re quiet.”

I grinned back, nodding and released her breast, feeling an ache of sadness at the loss of contact but happy to see it reflected in her eyes too. Turning so her back was against the inside of my leg, she wrapped her arms around her knees and continued her tale. As she spoke my hand wandered back, this time to safer territory as I rubbed the muscles of her neck and let my fingers slide into her thick hair.

“The woman I spoke of was Isla Rothschild and she’d arrived in Manhattan. Within the year she had her own deposit agency, facilitating the city’s municipal workers, and from there her reach only grew.”

Her story wasn’t at all what I was expecting, but it drew me in, if for no other reason than because it was a window into this gorgeous woman’s deep and vibrant background.

“There’s something you need to know about high finance. You see, like most of the world it’s a male-dominated profession, with few women ever given an opportunity. However, if one manages to get a break, then the numbers and returns will determine her fate, not her sex. Banks have lost major trading partners and customers because they fired the person who guaranteed a sizable return every year, simply because they don’t have a penis. They just expect you to pay the woman less and keep her in the job only until she has a poor quarter.”

She looked up at me and could see by the slightly vacant look on my face I was struggling to keep up with her.

“Sorry, forget all of that.” She waved her hand and went on. “Isla eventually founded her own bank and could give women an opportunity they wouldn’t otherwise have. She’s been an inspiration to me since I was first married. You see, my husband was Isla’s youngest son and was witness to her building Roth’s Lending into the powerhouse it is today.

“After his passing I learned the will had been changed in the final days by his brothers, cutting Delilah and me out of his inheritance and leaving us with nothing. Worse still,” she said, anger now lacing her words, “his brother Gunderson returned from Europe for the funeral and… Well, the man said some deplorable things and made even more scandalous offers.”

The memories upset Grace, and I gave her a few moments to collect herself, my hand stroking her back.

“He offered to carry Delilah and me back to Europe with him,” she said once she’d collected herself. “Promised to keep me in an apartment as his Yankee Princess. Can you believe that? Thought all he had to do, to make me his whore, was offer enough money and pretty things…”

The bitter tone in her voice caused me to pull her in closer and bend low. She clung to me for several long seconds, not quite crying but not ready yet to speak.

“He only saw you as an object,” I said, “and thank god you didn’t take him up on the offer.”

“Are you kidding?” Grace gave a gentle laugh. “The man is a fat fool and a scoundrel.” She looked up at me, pale blue eyes twinkling as her wide mouth parted in a sly grin. “And my desires lie in… other directions.”

“So, it seems.” I grinned, leaning down and kissing her.

The raven-haired beauty melted into my arms, and I drew her closer, intent on caressing more of her stunning body, only to have her push me back.

“Let me finish,” she said somewhat breathlessly. “Then I can properly comfort this raging beast.” She turned in my arms, hand rubbing hard against the hard cock confined within my pants. My groan of pleasure turned into one of frustration as she sat back on her heels, hands folded on her thighs. A quick grin tugged at her lips when I let out the groan and she preened when my eyes strayed down her incredible curves, my hardness giving another painful throb, then I forced myself to focus on her words.

“When I refused, it enraged him. Their family, all except the sister, took Gunderson’s side. Within days Delilah and I found there wasn’t a bank or landlord that would sign me. There were few options and so one day I wrote a letter and… well, the rest you know.”

“And you bring him up now, because?”

“Have you thought about what you want to do with all your gold?”

The question caught me off guard and I shook my head. “I don’t have much use for it, to be honest. Figured I’d stick it in a bank? If a chance comes to buy up more lands around ours, it’d be nice to have the cash on hand.”

“Did your pa teach you anything about investments? Mortgages or other financial instruments?” It only took one look for her to see I didn’t know what she was talking about. “It doesn’t matter that you understand them. And if you want, I can explain each later. The most important part for us, is to understand how banks work.”

“What does this have to do with Gunderson?” I asked, too tired for a banking lesson.

“The moment we put that gold in a bank he’ll know I’m here,” Grace said, eyes tight with fear. “That’s what I’m trying to explain… that much gold… even in small deposits… what we have will add up to over one hundred thousand dollars. And the mine’s still functioning, yes?”

“We’ve barely tapped it,” I said, trying to wrap my head around such a large sum. The number wasn’t real to me, and I couldn’t picture what a pile of dollar bills, one hundred thousand high, would look like.

“Once I realized the problem, I sent a letter back east and a lawyer friend got right on it. The documents should be waiting for us at their SF Offices.” Grace took a deep breath, and I saw she’d been building to this and chose her words carefully. “The paperwork establishes a board of trustees and president, of both a private and commercial lending house. If you choose to sign them, then we can use this gold as a guarantee and apply for charters in commercial centers around the country. Around the world eventually, but that would be tomorrow’s problem.”

“You want to open a bank?” I asked.

“I want you to open a bank,” she said, grinning when I frowned. “Don’t worry you’ll just be the public face of it, and a remote one at that, given where we call home.”

“Then what’s the point?” I asked, not seeing the logic to it.

“No one would ever have control over our wealth, but us,” she said, and I instantly saw the logic in that, and as she went on I was convinced more and more. “And even if you’re the president and Delilah, Esther and I are the board, we wouldn’t be running the day-to-day operations of the place. We would hire other people to handle that, and if we follow Isla’s model, we’ll have a competitive advantage over other lenders because we’ll pull our traders and salespeople from a wider pool of talent.

“You don’t have to decide now. In fact, I want you to take some time, ask some questions and think it over—”

“I’m ok,” I said with a shake of my head and then barked a laugh when Grace’s face fell. “I mean, I don’t need to wait. Let’s do it.”

“Don’t take this lightly, John,” Grace said, blushing slightly and crossing her arms beneath her massive breasts. “It’s a big decision and a lot of money.”

“I take nothing lightly,” I said, things becoming serious as my tone dropped. “This golds’ caused too much death and loss and I’d be free of it all if I could, but that’s not the world we live in. You’re telling me this bank idea of yours is the best way to keep our family safe?”

Grace nodded, eyes soft and hopeful.

“Then that’s what we do. No sense in wasting time on things I know little about, anyway. I trust you with my heart and life already, trusting you with a bit of gold seems small in comparison—oof!”

I toppled over backwards, striking the ground with enough force to wake the girls, but if they complained I didn’t notice or care. For my arms were filled with the slender waist of Grace. Her lips sought mine as surely as my hand sought the bounty of her breasts. Grinning into the kiss, she fished my hard cock free of my pants, raising her skirts right there in the dirt and slipping my cock into her heavenly wetness.

Both our hands fumbled with the front of her dress as we grinned and kissed, and then she sighed in pleasure as the pale flesh tumbled free. Gathering large handfuls to my lips, then flexing my thighs, I ground my cock deep into her pussy, forcing her to shudder in silent orgasm above me.

We made love as quietly as we could, but as my cock sloshed within her wetness, we could not stop all the illicit sounds from carrying in the night. Grace rode me for long minutes, cumming again and again as I fucked her hard, in between slow and gentle kisses when she calmed down. As my cock throbbed, my orgasm approaching, the woman got a sly grin on her face and just as my hips shuddered she shifted off me and moved down.

My moan of disappointment didn’t even touch my lips before her soft hands gripped me, working the cum slick cock in a tight two-handed twisting motion that made fireworks explode in my brain and toes curl as my orgasm rushed through me.

Grace watched with wide eyes, the blue shining in the darkness, as my cock spit across first one massive breast and then the other as she directed it. My fingers gripped her as she milked me dry, before bending low and sucking my cock back into her mouth. She purred happily as she licked and sucked me clean, leaving me semi-hard but exhausted.

Sitting up with a dreamy expression on her face she reached up, massaging the cum into her breasts. Seeming to come to herself, she stood smoothly and helped me to my feet. I wouldn’t let her part from me without a final kiss, though she blushed as Jasmine and Delilah watched. I was losing my shame and inhibitions around the women and with our dynamic.

The girls welcomed me into their tent, and I could tell from Delilah’s expression she was curious what we’d spoken of and more besides. I stayed silent as we rolled into our blankets together, happy to let the pretty blonde stew for a time. Eventually she would whittle everything out of me, but I intended to make her work for it.
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The next two days passed uneventfully. The first we spent riding out of the foothills and crossing a small river, then we dropped down into the wide central valley with her golden grasses. Farms dotted the land here and there, but mostly we saw herds of cattle and sheep grazing in enormous fields. Most with little more than a boy or a pair of dogs to watch out for them.

As we rode Grace took the opportunity to begin instructing me in finance and modern banking. At first, I humored the beautiful woman, content to listen to her speak of anything at length simply so I could stare. The ideas were fascinating though, if a bit dry and esoteric, and I grew absorbed with them.

At several points she lost me when she got into the more complicated topics of macro-and microeconomics, but the woman was infinitely patient in her instruction and dogged in making sure I understood. When I would grow tired, and my attention wandered, Grace would often engage the girls in light banter or a word game that she and Jasmine seemed to love playing.

It was the Hispanic teen who truly flourished under Grace’s instruction. At first Delilah would complain loudly about her mom starting up again. Apparently, she’d spent their trip from the east explaining the ins and outs to her, and the girl didn’t have fond memories of the experience. The bubbly blonde’s complaints stilled when she watched her friend listening in, and a rare look of understanding crossed her features.

Delilah never complained again, and it wasn’t until I got the girl alone that evening that she offered up an explanation.

“Jaz never had money, but she was surrounded by it, and people who had it, every day at that school,” she said quietly, glancing back to the camp from the stream we cleaned pots in to make sure we weren’t overheard. “She wouldn’t admit it, but I know deep down she’s scared. Scared everything will disappear and she’ll be penniless and… desperate.”

“I think I understand,” I said. “You’re done giving your mom a hard time then?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a pouty frown. “It’s all so dang boring…” Her eyes twinkled as she glanced over at me and my heartbeat quickened. “Mayhap if I had something else that was… hard, to distract my mind with… memories of being taken like some common whore perhaps…”

I raised an eyebrow at her, and Delilah flushed a deep shade of red and looked down quickly. The look of shame and embarrassment from the busty blonde wasn’t like her at all. This was something new and entirely unexpected. Looking over my shoulder quickly I saw we stood alone and unobserved for the moment, the women all sitting around a small fire too low to see Delilah near the horses.

“I’ve never seen a whore as pretty as you,” I said, the words coming awkwardly as I forced a rough callousness into them. My own cheeks flushed with embarrassment at the playacting, but it faded quickly when Delilah’s head snapped up, eyes wide and shining with shocked joy.

“Are you…” Her voice trembled, and she shifted to her knees, glancing back quickly and biting her thick bottom lips, before speaking in a rush, “Momma would kill me, John, but the idea is so hot, it drives me wild and I don’t know what to do… it’s so dirty and wrong but I can’t seem to get it out of my head.”

“Tell me then,” I said, the rest of the world fading as I stared into her big round eyes filled with pleading. “I will never judge you and Delilah, my greatest desire is to make you happy. If there’s some need you have, it can be between us.”

“Promise you’ll never tell my mom,” she pled. “She would think I’m a horrible person.”

“She would never,” I said, reaching out and running the back of my fingers down her cheek softly. “I promise.”

My words released something in the girl, and she sagged forward and began whispering, the words pouring out of her lips. At first, they sounded raw, but the more she talked, the more her skin flushed and breathing grew heavy. As I watched, her large nipples grew firm, pressing against her dress and making my mouth water.

“It started as an observation and grew into so much more… and after that trip to Jasmine’s mom’s place… if I hadn’t been drunk… and when you took me in that room, you have no idea what it did for me…

“Let me go back. You see when I was a girl, I noticed that women are seen as less than men in society. In the home, the store, even walking on the street, women would be a step behind their husbands.

“Only in one place did women act without inhibitions.” A throatiness entered her voice, just as her nipples hardened. “They were wild and gorgeous and wanton… Hanging from the windows and shaking their scarves or breasts at men, and even women walking by… Momma didn’t know but Grandma’s servant would take me to brunch.” She moved past this new fact quickly, ignoring my questioning frown. “And we would walk past the alleyway… even its name… the red district.” The girl shivered in pleasure, causing me to grin.

“Stop that,” she said with a pretty blush when she saw me smile. “It’s just a silly… I don’t know… thought? I’d never want to be with all those gross men,” she said with a quick shake of her head and a frown. “But the idea of them all staring and wanting me… ” Her long dark lashes fluttered as she glanced up at me setting my blood to a low boil. “Of enticing a handsome and powerful man into my bed… of being his toy… being used…”

She shook her head, blushing a darker shade, and I reached out, taking her chin and staring deep into those gorgeous eyes. For a long moment I held her there, saying nothing, and watching her expression shift from shame, to sadness, and from sadness to fragile hope as the love in my eyes never wavered.

“You are a strong, independent and beautiful woman,” I said, quiet but firm, “and your desires don’t change that.” Reaching out I gathered her hands in mine, reminded once more how small and delicate the eighteen-year-old was. “You’re loved no matter what. By me, by Jasmine, your mom and Esther.”

“I know,” she said with a little laugh, reaching up to wipe her eyes, “it’s just been my secret shame for so long…”

When she glanced up at me, I saw her growing nervous once more. Acting on impulse, and praying it didn’t offend her, I drew the one hand I still held forward between my legs. Her eyes widened as her fingers played along my semi-hard cock.

“Tell me,” I said, this time with an edge to my tone, a hint of demand or command. Delilah gave a little shiver and nodded quickly before speaking.

“I dream of hanging out a window in a lacy shirt, the eyes of men on me, their looks of lust and pain when they know they can’t have me. I used to dream of a faceless pair of shoulders… a tall man with… oh God, John, you’re getting so hard… my words are turning you on?” When I nodded quickly, she grinned, the embarrassment fading and the words now pouring forth. “Now all I can think of is you, John. In my dreams you find me in a common whorehouse, buy me off the mistress and carry me back to your mountain home… Train my mouth, my… holes to serve you. Me not being enough for your massive cock… watching you buy up and use all the whores in the house, tossing their cum covered bodies aside one by one and crawling back between my legs… while they watch… jealous.” Her eyes flared wide, fingers massaging the hardness in my pants. “Or you put me up in an apartment in the city, keeping me all to yourself, your own personal whore.” My cock throbbed at the word, and I could smell her wetness as it coated her inner thighs.

“It’s just a fantasy, but it’s so powerful… It’s…” She searched for words, eyes looking off into the distance and I waited until she found them, powerfully curious and hungering to know more about this beautiful girl’s inner workings. When she spoke, her words came out soft, barely reaching my ears. “It’s about control… about having a man who I can trust, but also one who can be my guiding light… The power and control when he buys me…” She shivered slightly. “At least for a time…”

“I think I understand,” I said, and she looked back at me, eyes searching mine and softening into a warm smile at what she found, “and thank you for telling me.”

“It’s just a silly dream,” she said with a shake of her head. “It’s not like I’d really do it.”

The touch of sadness around her eyes, and the fatalism in her voice sparked my imagination. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out three loose shells for my six-shooter that I’d been practicing with earlier. Glancing down at the bullets and up at Delilah, I let my eyes travel up and down her kneeling form slowly, a lascivious grin growing on my face. The girl’s curiosity when I drew out the bullets only grew as I stared hungrily at her young breasts and pretty mouth.

“Ain’t you a pretty little whore,” I said, the words a little easier than they had been earlier and the echo of what I’d said just a minute before cause Delilah to grow still.

“John…” she mumbled, fingers trembling on my thigh.

“Exactly,” I said with an exaggerated wink, licking my lips. “I’m just a John, looking to get my cock sucked by the prettiest mouth in town… maybe see those firm round tits hanging free so I can coat them in my cum.” I tossed the rounds up in my palm and caught them. “I got five dollars here… that gonna get your little… whore mouth to swallow me down?”

Delilah’s face grew confused when she looked from my hand back up to me, and I saw she wasn’t quite getting it. Leaning forward, I whispered quickly.

“It’s just playacting, but if it’s too stupid or awkward—”

“Oh!” the girl cried, sitting up excitedly.

Her firm young tits bounced in her dress, and her eyes shone with pleasure. Glancing around again, her grin turned wicked as she reached up, popping the top few buttons on her dress, until an obscene amount of pale round cleavage spread before me. Flashing me a quick wink, she reached up and ran her fingers through her hair, doing something to it I didn’t understand, so when she was done the blonde locks had volume and were tussled in a way that framed her face perfectly. In ten seconds, she’d gone from sweet and beautiful farm girl to wanton and seductive whore, and I was powerfully turned on.

“For a handsome and powerful man such as yourself,” she breathed, oozing seduction and eyes twinkling with suppressed excitement, “a suck-n-swallow is only one of those shiny silvers.”

“Then get that pretty little mouth to work,” I growled, loving the flash of pleasure that crossed Delilah’s face at my dominant words.

In moments she had my cock out and was running her tongue up and down it, coating it in her saliva before working open her dress top, pulling free her large firm breasts. Finding the role suited me, I reached down and laced my fingers in the girl’s hair. She looked up me with wide eyes, thick pink lips working around the head of my cock and gave herself over to my control.

“You like this, whore?” I asked softly, beginning to fuck her pretty mouth slowly, drawing a deep-bellied moan of pleasure from her. “Then prove it… prove what a horny little slut you are…” Delilah whimpered, nodding as my cock slid in and out of her sucking mouth, tongue teasing the underside in the way she knew drove me wild. “Oh… fuck, you’re a good little mouth slut…”

I fell deeper into the role, feeling an illicit thrill as the fantasy felt more and more real. In the back of my mind I knew if it hadn’t been for Delilah, and if she wasn’t so obviously turned on by it, it wouldn’t be so hot. But we trusted one another, and I was learning just how deep that trust ran.

“Tell me, Master,” Delilah begged in a sweet girlish voice, her soft lips pressed against the sensitive tip of my cock as she spoke, “tell me how to prove it…”

“Did I say you could speak?” I asked, my tone was hard and had an edge, but Delilah could see from my eyes I didn’t mean it and she moaned softly, shaking her head and diving forward back onto my cock and freezing when my hand tightened in her hair. “I paid good money for the prettiest whore here… and I want to see you cum with my cock in your mouth… and you’ll do it before I coat that adorable face and tits in my cum… or else.”

The last two words sounded like two boulders grinding together, and Delilah’s eyes filled with wild pleasure as she nodded. The girl’s hands flew behind her and I grinned to see her dress hiked up over firm hips. The sight of the girl’s perfect derriere bent over, as I fucked her hot tight mouth nearly sent me over the edge.

Delilah only added to my heightened pleasure when those perfect hips undulated, rocking up and down and swaying side to side in hypnotic movements. The sounds of her fingers working around in her pussy only made my dick throb all the harder, and I felt myself losing control. Reaching down, I wrapped my fingers around the base of my cock in desperation. When I locked two fingers around the base and tightened, I felt the sensations recede slightly and I breathed easier.

I still gripped her hair, holding a large handful right near the scalp so it didn’t pull painfully. Using it as a handle I pulled her back off my cock, and loved it when she whimpered, thick lips puckering to reach out and caress the tip and pink tongue reaching out obscenely as I pulled her back further. Taking her words to heart, I sat the gorgeous teen up and pressed my cock between her big round tits.

As I cupped the firm outsides and pressed them around my dick, I felt more pleasure at the control than I thought I might. Even more powerful was the intoxicating feeling of relaxing the constraints with which I’d always placed on myself. Being larger and stronger than others, you learn at a young age to move and act slowly, careful not to hurt others.

With Delilah, I was able to relax in a way I hadn’t yet been able to. It was a small thing, but powerful, and the girl only got off all the more when I manhandled her, revealing the full extent of my strength and power.

“Fuck my tits, Master,” Delilah said in a quiet hiss, the sound of her fingers working in and out of her sex and the tremble in the muscles around her lips and eyes told me she was close as well. “God you’re so strong… you could throw me down and ravage me… whenever you wanted…”

“And I will,” I moaned. The feel of her perfectly round and surprisingly firm breasts was heaven around my cock, and the sight sexier still. “That was the best fucking blowjob I’ve ever had, girl… I’m keeping you with me from now on… A little mouth-slave and personal fuck-toy.”

“Yes!” Delilah moaned, hips flexing. Her arms trembled when I rubbed a callous thumb over her firm pink nipples and a wicked grin grew on her lips. “Master is a true Alpha Male… exactly what my mommy taught me… to… serve, oh!... Shit I’m… oh god, John.” Her whole body trembled, and she could no longer sit up.

Falling forward she reached out with one weak hand to catch herself, as the orgasm rushed through her body. But I was already there. Pressing my thigh to her shoulder, I held her up and guided my cock into her open mouth, choking off the scream. Even in the midst of the most powerful orgasm I’d seen her have, Delilah clamped down on the tip of my cock, her thick lips puckering, cheeks hollowing as she sucked hard.

That was it for me, and I pulled my dick out of her mouth and stroked it with a quick fist. Pleasure raced down my spine and out to every nerve ending in my body, as I watched the first thick stream of cum arc strike Delilah across her pouty lips. She licked it up, swallowing quickly, and drew wet hands from her pussy, body still trembling and weak, to gather her perfect tits. Cupping them, she sat up, catching two thick blasts between them before darting forward to suck hard on the tip.

“Holy… mother of…” I lost the ability to speak, eyes rolling back in my head and nearly toppled over, locking my knees at the last moment, and drawing in a steadying breath.

“That…” Delilah said, sitting back and running trembling fingers down between her cum covered breasts, while the other clutched her thigh to keep her upright. “I can’t… Jesus, John… I love you so much, oh god.”

She was in my arms, all pretense of our play acting gone as I drew her tightly against me. Both of us were lost in the feel of each other’s lips for long minutes, trading gentle breaths and smiling like fools when we looked deep into the other’s eyes.

No words were necessary between us and after cleaning up and finishing the pots, we walked back holding hands. The others didn’t comment. From the space they gave Delilah and I, they knew we’d shared a powerful moment. That night she watched while I made love with Jasmine, eyes intense.

The dark-haired beauty knew of her friend’s secret fetish but wouldn’t utter a word where we could be overheard by Grace or Esther. Instead, she grinned in delight when I quietly ordered my little whore to clean up the mess she’d left on my cock with her creamy juices. Even leaning down and running her fingers through the pretty teen’s golden hair and guiding her lips over and down my cock.

“We hired you to service my husband,” she whispered in Delilah’s ear, “not to sit about like a lazy whore. Show him you’re worthy… and I may let him breed this slutty pussy.”

Reaching behind Delilah, she ran her fingers lightly over the girl’s upturned ass and I reached beneath her, my fingers trailing along her smooth stomach to finger and tease her clit as Jasmine fingered her.

When I took Delilah it was bent over, her face twisted in mindless pleasure, eyes rolled back into her skull. Jasmine trapped the girl’s wrists behind her back and teased her clit while I pulled that perfectly pert ass back into my hips. The feel of her tightness gripping my cock as I convulsed in rolling waves of orgasms was heavenly, but so was the sight of the pair of them kissing and clutching one another in absolute love.

Delilah’s firm ass rolled before me, the dimples at the base of her back highlighting the narrow sweep of her waist. When I flooded her, cock throbbing as I pressed her to the blankets beneath me, she reached back, gentle fingers caressing the back of my head as she drew me into a tender kiss then turned drew Jasmine into it.

“Thank you…” she said softly, grinning at us, “for… everything.”

“We see you, sister,” Jasmine said, pushing back Delilah’s sweaty blond hair, her wide mouth stretching in a gentle smile. “There’s no shame in being you.”

“And you?” Delilah asked, snuggling down between us, face pressed in Jasmine’s large cleavage. “You… mmmnmm, when will you confess?”

“Delilah!” Jasmine admonished, blushing and glancing at me then down.

I pulled her close, squeezing the smaller blonde between us, and kissed her forehead and offered a wink. Her blush faded, and we settled back down under the blankets, sleep slow in coming for the black-haired teen and me. Our fingers traced patterns on each other’s arms as we looked out at the bright band of stars stretching across the heavens.

While Delilah dozed and mysteries danced behind Jasmine’s almond-shaped eyes, I found my thoughts turning inward, as they had several times on this trek into lower elevation. Within each woman was an entire universe of thoughts, desires, and emotions. The more I came to know them, learning how complex and deep these women were, the more I came to see similar complexity in myself as well.

My illusions of growing into a simple mountain man were falling away as life and my own choices thrust me down a different path. Would I really be content living a simple life in the mountains? The connections I’d formed with Grace, Delilah and Esther had been balm to an open wound when they’d first arrive and the more I came to know them, the deeper those bonds grew. This dynamic was both incredible and against the grains of society, but I knew now that I’d never be happy living a simple man’s life.
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Sleep came eventually, but I woke before the others, walking out into the tall grasses barefoot and naked. As dark turned to purple and finally to the dull, orange fire of dawn, I sat with crossed legs, breathing in the thick lowland air. The wind curled around my arms and torso, pulling at my hair, and dragging the tall grasses across my skin, their tips tickling, but I ignored them. I should have been freezing, but whether it was the warmer lowland winds, or my own stubbornness, I didn’t feel the chill.

When the sun’s first rays peeked up over my mountain tops I stood, turning back to the camp. My steps felt lighter as I walked back. Esther and Grace came out to meet me, concern on their faces that faded to curiosity when they saw my expression. Esther’s look was frank as she took in my naked form, the grin or amusement curling hungrily as her eyes tracked up the “V” of my muscled torso. Grace’s eyes were locked on mine, and I saw a glimmer of hope behind her curious frown.

“You have a good plan,” I said, voice strong and resolute, “but if we’re to do this, then let’s do it right. You’re a woman of ideas, your negotiations with Sylvia and plans for her houses are proof of that.” Motioning out at the plains with the sweep of one arm, I continued, “So why not carve our own empire out of this territory? Would you trust another to manage it in good faith?”

“What are you saying?” Grace asked, but it was Esther who answered.

“He’s telling you to let the tiger loose, Grace.” The tall blonde wore a fierce grin. “What were you saying yesterday about shovels and picks?”

“But this would mean…” Grace’s mind was racing, eyes looking off to the horizon, but I reached out, steering her back to camp.

“We make our own destiny,” I said, reaching around Esther’s waist and drawing the tall woman close, “remember? Now go put together a plan for your shovels, or whatever.”

Grace paused and turned to me, one eyebrow arched at being ordered away, but falling quickly as the grin crept back. I knew her well enough to know she wasn’t one to jump around in joy, unlike her daughter. But like the girl, her shoulders relaxed, and she breathed easier as she went around her tasks, both of their faces glowing as the morning rays lit them in relief.

“That was a good thing you did,” Esther commented as we brushed and saddled the horses, “with both of them. Although be careful with the ‘racey-girl’ play around Grace… she can be touchy.”

Pausing in the act of brushing down Jasmine’s horse, I looked over at Esther, a knowing smile tugging at her lips. Shaking my head, I went back to work.

“We all have our blind spots,” I said, and it was my turn to grin when she turned and frowned at me.

“Is that meant for me?” she asked.

“Why haven’t you taken Delilah under your wing and begun training her as a scout?”

The question took the normally composed woman off guard, and she looked at me in puzzlement. Her blindness made me worry about what I wasn’t seeing. Perhaps another morning of deep breathing would help find my own weaknesses. Pushing aside the thoughts, I motioned to Copper.

“She’s a better rider than any of us but you and quick to learn anything having to do with nature or animals.”

“I love her like my own, and more,” Esther scoffed, “but you’ve seen her try and learn the rifle. The girl can’t focus on anything for more than two seconds.”

“I see someone who feeds off those around her,” I said. “Some crying out for a bit of discipline, so long as it isn’t her mother giving it. Someone seeking an identity of her own but scared to take the first step.”

“What the hell happened to you this morning?” the beautiful blonde asked with a crooked grin. She laughed at my frown and nodded. “You’re probably right… I know too much of the girl who danced in her grandmother’s gardens in pink princess dresses… She’s grown since coming out here.”

“Train her for the battles to come,” I said, a touch of steel in my voice. “It’s our job, you and I, to make sure those women are safe no matter what happens.”

“You plan on leading us into battle?” Esther asked, her lips tweaking in a wry grin.

“Not a battle,” I said. “A war.”

Her eyes hooded with concern, and she looked back at camp, watching Grace and Delilah clean up, while Jasmine rolled up the tents.

“You have a plan?” she asked, still staring back at camp, face tight with worry.

“I’m not the planner,” I said, happy to see the smirk return to Esther’s lips for a quick second. “And neither are you. But I think we have two over there who could out-think any man who tries to come after us. Our job, is to make sure any who gets close, gets dead.”

Esther met my eyes, both of us wearing the same grim expression. I had no idea what Grace’s plans were, nor did I fool myself into thinking I could fully understand them, not without her wealth of knowledge. We had a pile of gold and would soon have much more. That alone could cause all manner of problems no matter where we were, we’d already seen. What had been prudent practice wouldn’t be enough, not with the dangers we might be facing.

“Start today,” I said, and Esther tapped hand to brow in a salute without even realizing it and paused, blinking.

“Yes, sir!” she said, the crooked grin slipping back. “I never had an officer without warts, boils, or a bulging gut…”

“I’m not your officer,” I said, and she smiled even wider.

“You’d have made a fine officer, John… God I’d love to see you in uniform, with a saber and a nice clean shave.”

“A shave?” I asked with a frown.

“I’m not saying you need to shave, maybe just a soaping one in a while,” she said, eyes dancing mischievously. “The other night while you slept, I pulled a chicken bone out of there. That’s how you get bugs, a real problem when sleeping in a tent—Hey!”

She laughed while dodging the second clump of dry dirt I tossed at her and hit me square in the nose with a clod I didn’t even see her pick up. She laughed as tears streamed down my face and after a curse or three, I was forced to do the same, dirt caking my teeth and chin.

“Now you really need soap!” Esther laughed and Delilah, who’d come to help pack the animals, joined in.

I realized that I might have just created a monster by forcing the pair to bond. I could only hope Esther's ribald humor and Delilah’s teasing didn’t rub off on one another, but watching the pair giggle together and point at me, the hope faded.

Our first full day out of the foothills, Esther took Delilah ranging with her. Since reaching womanhood the pair had been orbiting Grace but at opposite ends of her world. As they rode off, I saw Delilah’s mother grow thoughtful. Careful not to appear obvious, I put myself in a position to see her expression when the two blondes rode back in at noon. They came around a large orchard of flat leaf trees riding alongside one another, the older woman speaking and the girl leaning over in her saddle, listening intently.

When I saw satisfaction cross over Grace’s features and she looked around hunting for something and then locked eyes with me amongst the horses she smiled wide, bowing her head in thanks. Esther and Delilah rode in to find Grace and Jasmine pouring over a pile of herbs the older woman had dug from her saddlebags.

That evening and the next I spent at the cook fire, burning bacon, beans and roasting a pot of mushy vegetables, as the women paired off, teaching and learning from one another. As evening fell and darkness stole over our small camp, tucked beneath a stand of broad trees near a creek, I drew Esther to her feet.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked as we walked into the dark woods, her slender form pressed close.

“I figured since I needed a bath,” I said, parting a low-hanging branch and revealing a moon-bathed pool the creek fed, “and you were kind enough to point it out, we could take down two birds at once.”

“You’re sly, sir,” Esther said, lips flashing into an eager grin, “but we don’t have any—” I held up a bar of soap Grace had lent me from her stores. “And you think of everything.”

“And then some,” I grinned, reaching behind my back and pulling out the small flask of brandy Grace had pushed in my hands.

“You really know how to treat a girl,” the woman said, one arm around my waist as she accepted the flask and tipped it back. After the first sip she moaned and then tipped it higher, drinking deep. “Mhmm… nothing lights the fire like bourbon… Jesus baby, mhmm!”

Drawing her close with one arm, I couldn’t help but feel those perfectly sculpted lips. Kissing her deep, tongues dancing together, I tasted the alcohol. Taking the flask from her I tilted it back, the liquid burning its way down my throat, churning in my guts.

The alcohol warming us, we stripped one another of our travel strained clothes and slipped into the still cool waters. The pool was lined with pebbles and boulders, no deeper than my waist, but the water was clean, and we had the place all to ourselves. She would not let me go until we’d made love within the water, her strong legs hooked around my back as she rode my cock, making thrashing waves. Then I couldn’t leave without taking her standing up in the thigh deep waters.

Moonlight reflected off us and I took her slowly, causing only minor ripples that didn’t shatter the image. We both watched the scene, reflected in the waves, long, lean, and gorgeous and behind her large and hulking, gripping and taking her with slow deliberate strokes. It was wildly erotic, and we both sank within the waters as our orgasms overtook us, legs too weak to hold us up.

When we returned to the camp, the girls had already turned in and Grace had set food aside for us. We ate in silence, welcoming the fire’s warmth and each other’s closeness.
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On our journey across the eastern valley we’d seen farmers and herders and the occasional riders off in the distance, but no large parties. The first real interactions we had with folk was at a river crossing. Esther and Delilah scouted the ferry landing, and once the morning crowds had cleared out, I led the way down.

The muscles of my shoulders and back tensed as we drew near, mostly from the tension I felt emanating off the women. Looking around at the three travelers waiting for the ferry’s return, I saw little to no fear but stayed wary just the same.

A large fellow stood holding his reins beside a young Latino who hefted a large and awkward chest. The third rider was a friar in brown robes, hand carved rosaries clicking through his hands as he spoke to himself quietly. The large man had a bushy, oiled mustache and a well-made if rough and dusty suit. Even his associate wore a well-cut uniform of odd design.

As we rode up the pair looked over at us and I saw their eyes travel over the women, widening as they took in one beauty after another. The young fellow glanced down, but the older fellow’s eyes locked on me, and I saw an expression I’d only come to expect in women overtake his features. Grin broadening, he stepped forward, spreading his arms wide, reins of the magnificent horse at his side held negligently in one hand, a sign either of the animal’s fine training or his poor horsemanship.

“Greetings friends!” he called in a booming voice, mustache bristling as he spoke. “Sir, I beseech thee to engage another honorable gentleman in discourse. Our third guest, the fair-haired friar, offers only prayers, and though our immortal souls must surely thank him, my mortal ears may soon bleed from hearing the endless catechisms of my youth. Forgive my rudeness. This is young Matias, a corporal turned surveyor and I’m James Dutton, lately a general, formerly a scoundrel and always a seeker of fortunes.”

I’d pulled up my horse, the women gathering close behind me, halfway through the man’s speech and now I sat staring at him, trying to puzzle out if this was some grand joke, of it he was serious. It was the eyes I focused on, a merry green that sparkled with intelligence and wit. There was a steadiness to the man as well, a confidence and presence I could tell men were drawn to.

Handing my reins over to Grace, I swung down from the saddle and wiped my hand clean on my pants. Stepping forward, I reached out and offered the man a small nod of greeting.

“John,” I said, feeling like an awkward fool for a long second as Dutton stared up at me with a growing smile.

“You’re a man of few words… John,” he said, finally shaking my hand, and I was pleased to see he had a solid grip without being overbearing. He might look round and soft, but the placement of the man’s callouses spoke of someone who rolled up their sleeves and got down to hard, dangerous work. His eyes lit with further interest as he nodded. “I like that… shows wisdom. Rare in one so young.”

“I make no claims to any rare talent,” I said, motioning over one shoulder to Grace, where she sat like a queen in her dark dusty dress atop her horse. “Grace there or Jasmine can claim more wisdom than I.”

“Humble too, my, my, my,” Dutton said, flashing me a wink before turning. “What do you say to that, Matias? Is this not an argument against your theory of desolation in the face of lost society?”

“Jury’s still out,” the young man said with a sour frown up at me, hands clutching the trunk possessively as he ran his eyes over my small arsenal of weapons and then the women, frown deepening as he took in Jasmine then spoke in rapid Spanish to her, “Are you well, Amiga? Can we trust this giant? Say the word and my master can have an army at his back to carry you off.”

I blinked at the rapid stream of words, unable to make sense of them even though Jasmine had begun teaching me the language a few days before. Jasmine blinked as well, and I saw her face go from confused to amused in a moment.

“You and your master have nothing to fear.” When she replied, her tone was reassuring. Although I couldn’t understand the words, they drew the friar’s attention. “In the few days since I’ve known him, he’s shown selfless bravery time after time. If any man is to be trusted it’s him.”

The young man still didn’t seem convinced and kept the frown on his face, but his knuckles were no longer white on the trunk I was pleased to see. Dutton took the matter as settled and turned his bright smile on me, mustache waggling.

“What brings a man of such obvious standing into the valley?” he asked, drawing a pouch of tobacco from his waist and a swatch of rolling paper.

“They seek the benediction of holy union,” the friar said, his voice rich and warm. “And the young mistress comes with proper accompaniment as to see her chastity is impenetrable.”

Jasmine’s cheeks colored prettily, and her lips drew into a frown of disapproval at the man.

“My apologies, mistress,” he said raising a hand and bowing his head. “I’ve been in seclusion at the mission for many months under a vow of silence, I… find speaking to be… awkward still.”

“No apologies necessary,” Jasmine said, and the man let out a deep sigh and sagged. He certainly was an anxious fellow.

“Why didn’t you say so before?” Dutton asked with a broad grin. “I’ve nothing but respect for a man of faith who seeks the path.” When the friar stood there awkwardly, mouth gawping and cheeks reddening, the larger man nodded. “Right, vow of silence. Well, you just stay with old Dutton, and you’ll be chatting up mademoiselles in Parisian salons about Locke and the rest before you know it.”

“Where?... Who?” the friar asked faintly.

“And you, sir?” I asked Dutton, “What brings you two out here?”

“Ahh,” the man said, winking and pressing a large finger to the side of his nose, “now that is a tale to tell indeed.”

“Master!” Matias warned, but the larger man waved him down.

“Now, now, Matias, let this be a lesson to you. If you horde secrets too close, you’ll never turn those dreams into reality for want of comrades and fresh ideas to see you through.”

“Sir,” Matias warned, “the governor said to tell no one.”

“Mexico’s in chaos and won’t calm anytime soon,” the man said, losing his amusement. “We forge our own destiny out here.”

I looked back and Grace had an eyebrow raised, eyes meeting mine in acknowledgment of the mirrored phrases, uttered just days apart. She and the other women were listening closely now if they hadn’t been already.

“The boy spoke true, in a way,” Dutton said, the smirk back on his face, mustache dancing on one side. “I can call up four hundred men from the Army of Mexico in the carrying out of my writ, but to do so…” He shrugged. “To do so would lose more allies than it killed enemies. No, we will build something grand out here. Have you seen the soil? It’s the blackest, richest stuff I’ve ever seen.”

“You plan to buy land?” Grace asked sharply.

“Not only buy,” the man said, beaming, “but carve it out, whole-cloth, from the Mexican government’s own land reserves.”

“You’d need a deed signed by the president, his cabinet and the leaders of their congress,” Grace said with a frown, “and notarized by a local official, if you plan to build anything.”

“You’re a remarkably informed woman, Mistress. But I don’t plan to build just anything,” Dutton said. “I plan to build a fort.”

“The land has seen enough of war and forts,” Esther said, spitting to the side.

“You’re correct, lady,” Dutton said, “but without some authority, some stability, that merchants and common folk can rely on, we all know what kinds of lawlessness will abound.”

“He’s right,” Grace said, “and it’s a fine plan, but where will you put your fort, sir?”

“Ah hah!” Dutton said, booming a laugh. “The young hero spoke true, did he not, Matias? She hides wisdom aplenty behind a beauty that haunts… no?”

“If you say so, Master,” Matias said, but I saw his eyes lock onto Grace’s features as he grew more and more shy.

“My lady sees to the heart of things,” the mustachioed man said. “Location is key. Young Matias here has scouted out a mountaintop with a spring he says will be ideal.”

“Elevation’s good,” Esther said, “and a stable source of water’s invaluable.”

The ferry man was just pulling into shore, his workers dropping the front gate and laying out planks for the horses to walk across.

“Find where two rivers meet,” I said, “centrally located and defensible. Build a fort, but also a library and mill. Do that and you’ll have a community, instead of a militia.”

“For a man claiming no wisdom you offer more than your fair share, friend,” Dutton said as he drew his horse alongside mine. “And I’ll think on your words and offer you this bit of advice in return; if you plan to bring those ladies through the eastern bays hills, I wouldn’t. Swing wide to the north or south and save yourselves from those pirates.”

“Pirates?” I asked, feeling a flash of boyhood curiosity sparked within.

“Aye,” the man said, losing his customary grin, “but nothing like the tales you grew up on. These are hard men who’ve been run out of the dockside towns, and turned to banditry, rape, and murder to eke out a sad existence. Most have gone wild, and the rest are all wanted for hanging.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said, hoping I could trust it.

“You’ll pass more travelers the closer you get to sea,” he said with a nod. “Ask around and you can confirm it.”

We crossed the river without issue, the horses disliking the process but tolerating it when Delilah walked amongst them, her touch quieting each. On the other side we parted with Dutton and his young associate, and I kept his advice at the top of my mind the closer we drew to Frisco.

Delilah spotted a trading post where two main wagon trails crossed, and we angled towards it. We could see wagons off in the distance, but the ramshackle building was empty save for a wizened old figure sporting a toothless grin. We would learn what we could from the man about the treacherous hills ahead. We were so close to the sea, hints of ocean smells came to us on strong eastward winds. We were eager to finish our journey, but the last few steps are always the most treacherous and I didn’t plan on letting my women down.
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We crossed the river without issue. The horses disliked the process but tolerating it when Delilah walked amongst them, her touch quieting each. On the other side we parted with Dutton and his young associate, and I kept his advice at the top of my mind the closer we drew to Frisco.

Delilah spotted a trading post where two main wagon trails crossed, and we angled towards it. We could see wagons off in the distance, but the ramshackle building was empty save for a wizened old figure sporting a toothless grin. We would learn what we could from the man about the treacherous hills ahead. We were so close to the sea; hints of ocean smells came to us on strong eastward winds. We were eager to finish our journey, but the last few steps are always the most treacherous and I didn’t plan on letting my women down.

A dumpy fellow stood outside in the sun, dressed in his Sunday best and grinning like a fool. Over one arm he held a white cloth and in the other a leash attached to a collar around his throat. The grin slipped slightly when he saw us ride up then his eyes lit on me, slowly climbing up to where I towered over him and he trembled, the grin returning even stronger this time.

“Mistress a Man has arrived… you will… you must see him.” The older fellow licked thin lips, and I saw with some amusement the tiny tent in his pants. “He… oozes masculinity… like you said the one you hunt does.”

“John,” Jasmine said, her voice tense as she noticed something in the buggy. “We need to go.”

“No sense leaving so soon!” called a familiar husky voice from within, and with mixed feelings of desire and dread, the incredible body of Sylvia sauntered out of the dark interior. The woman, dressed impossibly for the surroundings in a red sequined gown that glittered, cast bright glares across the small man’s face as he was awestruck by the woman’s massive breasts and swaying hips.

“Not when we worked so hard to track you down and catch you up.”

The predatory gleam ever-present in her eyes only sharpened when they passed over the women behind me until they alighted on Grace. The grin slipped then, and she offered a small nod to Delilah’s mom.

“Grace,” she said, her accent softening oddly, “you’re looking well.”

“And you, Sylvia,” the pale-skinned woman said with a gracious dip of her head. “The chase suits your complexion.”

The Madame raised an eyebrow at that but was forced to nod her head in acknowledgement of a blow struck. The dumpy fellow looked between the two self-possessed, confident women, shaking now, unsure where to look.

“I take it Lilliana is here as well?” I asked with a tired sigh.

“Hello, Johny boy,” Lilliana said, stepping beside her sister and moving the rifle she held behind her back. “Just making sure everyone’s happy to see one another… we are… right? Mija, you’re ok?”

“I’m perfect, Aunty Lilliana,” Jasmine said, flashing a bright smile back at her aunt, before turning the suspicious frown on her mom.

“Dine with us,” Sylvia said, biting her bottom lip and sliding a hand down one side as she motioned inside with the other. “We’ll spend the evening in my slave’s disgusting hovel. Or better yet, on the ground outside to escape the stench of him.”

“Oh, thank you, Mistress! I am sorry for being such a worthless slave Mistress,” the small man said, the words babbling forth one after the other. The behavior was so odd to me, I watched him in puzzlement.

“See something you like?” Sylvia asked as the others were dismounting. “No… you’re so far from the submissive, and slave-like mindset… aren’t you?”

“I’m neither,” I said, dismounting and tying up my horse. No matter what the woman’s plans were, I intended we stay as far from this place as possible. She was right about the smell. Poorly built outhouse if I missed my guess. “I’m just a man.”

“Exactly,” she purred, biting her thick bottom lips and stepping over to fold her daughter in a hug.

The girl resisted for a moment, then relented, her entire body sagging slowly as the older woman held her tight. We left the two to speak for a few minutes, finding plates of fruit, cheese and meats laid out for us. I tore into a loaf of bread, groaning at the fresh yeasty taste and rich aroma.

When Jasmine and her mother returned, the girl’s face was troubled. I caught her eye, but she waved me off, seeking out Grace. I saw Sylvia’s eyes grow tight around the edges and her lips turn down in a slight frown when her daughter began speaking quickly and quietly with the older brunette.

Esther, Delilah, and I unpacked the horses for lunch, the girls putting the food together as I brushed down the horses and hobbled them with feed. I worried over what to expect between there and San Francisco, but the women were preoccupied with something else. For once Jasmine had finished speaking with Grace, the older woman sent her to talk with Delilah while she spoke with Esther.

“It’s Jasmine’s uncle,” said a soft voice from the grasses nearby. When I glanced over, I found Lilliana, the beautiful but slender aunt of my lovely young lover. “Sylvia and I’s father was murdered by Esposito. The bastard has paperwork from the governor claiming anything in mine, Sylvia or Jasmine’s name is his, because ‘as women we can’t be trusted not to waste our holdings.’ Double negatives in a legal document… and they say women are the stupid ones. Hhmph!”

The woman’s narrow features twisted in distaste, and I saw her true beauty come out, oddly, when she was angry and frowning. The sharp angles aligned into something extremely compelling, and I had to train my thoughts away from her beauty.

All this lovemaking is turning me into a lascivious bastard, I thought, forcing my eyes back to my task.

“Is there nothing you can do to keep your… businesses and wealth?” I asked, finding it a touch embarrassing to remember this woman and her gorgeous sister ran brothels with an iron grip.

“Territory law is even more twisted than Mexican law,” Lilliana said, fingers plucking at her skirts in worry. “But if the woman is married, then her husband becomes the executor of her estate, whatever estate she had before marriage.”

“Executor?” I asked.

“A legal term.” She waved her hand continuing, “It means if we’re married then he can’t take anything… assuming we can stay safe from him and his men.”

I’d never spoken overlong with the woman before, and I was forced to reassess my earlier impression of her. I’d always thought Sylvia was the brains of the pair, and the charm as well. However, the keen spark of intelligence in her eyes was second only to Grace for wit and wisdom, and her mind seemed nimbler.

I looked over to Jasmine who spoke quickly with Delilah, the younger blonde grinning wickedly, eyes finding Sylvia then me as her grin deepened. And Esther, who wore a frown of concern as she watched Sylvia, one finger tapping the grip of her pistol as if she was tempted to use it.

“There was a law,” Lilliana went on, drawing my gaze down to her, “written into the territorie’s books by friends of a man named Joseph Smith. A law we can use in our favor. It states that any union, even that of polygamy, performed and witnessed outside of the territory, shall be acknowledged within. Endowing all parties to the same rights as any other.”

Esther finally nodded, drawing a wide smile from Grace’s lips and an even wider grin onto Sylvia’s who’d been hiding her nervousness as she sat on a stump like a queen.

“It’s decided then,” Lilliana said with a satisfied smile, her eyes passing over Esther and alighting onto me with delight and something far less wholesome.

“What’s decided?” I asked, although I saw what she was getting at. My mind refused to accept the possibility of such a dream coming true so easily.

“A wedding,” Sylvia said, and the catty edge was gone from her voice, replaced with deep satisfaction as she motioned to her slave, who leaped up and uncorked a bottle of wine, pouring her a glass. The women shared looks between themselves and slowly turned their eyes onto me. Looking around at all six, including Sylvia and Lilliana, I saw what their desire was, every one of them, and knew there was no way I could refuse them.

Rising to my feet I stepped forward and dropping to one knee raised a hand toward them all. My stomach dropped out of my body and heart froze over as I reached for words I’d been longing to say.

“I didn’t think I’d be doing this so soon, but I’ve known from the moment we first spoke that each of you had a special place in my heart. It makes me a fool to admit, but that’s the plain truth. Will you make me the happiest man who’s ever lived?” Looking around, I drew in a deep breath, knowing the enormity of my words and yet feeling they were inadequate for the moment. “Will you all marry me?”

“YES!” The collective cry was deafening, and I was swallowed under by soft warm bodies. The quickest and most vociferous was Sylvia, shockingly, following a brief second later by Grace and then the rest as they piled on top.

Minutes later, after skirts had been smoothed, and food dished up. Sylvia and Grace sat on opposite sides of the group as we discussed our plans.

“We shall be married beneath god’s eyes,” Sylvia said, “but free of those prigs stuffy morals.”

“How do you propose doing that?” Grace asked, coolly.

The two women hadn’t exactly become friends, but there was an understanding between them and a respect.

“Lilly has a friend who works with the missions supplying them,” Sylvia said with a wink at her sister. “There’s a Friar just a day’s ride north of here who will perform the ceremony and sign any documents we’d like.”

“Willingly?” I asked the woman, raising an eyebrow.

“Si,” Lilliana said, nodding quickly. “He is a friend’s nephew and a good man. We can trust him.”

“We can’t return without that paperwork,” Sylvia said, “and I’d feel more comfortable if we had a company of riflemen with us too.”

“It won’t be men with rifles,” Esther said, “but once we visit Frisco, I’ll make sure there’s enough cold steel and ammunition for all of us, no matter what this Esposito has planned.”

“Your Friar will have to wait a week,” Grace said to Sylvia. “There are some things we need to take care of in San Francisco before any… legal ties are forged.”

“Fair enough,” Sylvia said, sipping her wine and holding it aloft for her slave to scurry forward and refill, “but don’t dawdle. Friar Zevalza will be heading south for the winter in a couple weeks. We can’t miss him.”

“We stay together,” I said, drawing all eyes to me as I set aside the biscuit I’d been munching on. “Splitting up, this near those hills we were warned about would be a bad idea. Sylvia and Lilliana, you’ll come to Frisco with us.”

This pleased the sisters to no end, both looking like the cats who’d gotten the cream. From the smokey looks Sylvia threw at me, she suspected I had ulterior motives and she was telling me she approved. However, the tightness around Grace’s eyes told me she disapproved, but she stayed silent, an acknowledgement of her wisdom.

“Grace has arranged a house for us all, so we’ll have a safe place to rest our heads. First is getting through these hills.” I stood, nodding to the horses. “Delilah and I’ll get the mounts ready while you ladies pack up. We still have a day’s ride north before we can cut through the hills; I’d like to be bedded down in a safe place well before sunset.”

“An excellent plan, John,” Grace said, standing and beginning to clean up.

“And you, daughter?” Sylvia asked, the faintest tremble in her voice. “Can you stomach this arrangement like young Delilah?”

“Promise me this isn’t about gold or power,” Jasmine said, rising beside Grace and more than a hint of steel in her eyes as she held her mother’s gaze. “Swear by Abuela.”

“I swear it,” Sylvia said, gaze flickering to me and back. “Can you doubt me?”

The girl said nothing, but I could see her soften and nod finally. A shiver ran down my spine as I thought about what I was getting myself into. I’d just found a comfortable balance between four incredible women. How would I possibly handle two more? The thought was daunting, even more so when I let my eyes linger across Sylvia’s curves. I’d yet to allow myself to touch the woman, feeling like I betrayed something or someone when I even looked at her.

Grace gripped my hand, offering me a reassuring smile, and Delilah took the other, her grin far more eager than reassuring. The girl’s eyes sparkled, and I realized the possibilities this new dynamic might unleash. I’d given up on my shame but must still guard against gluttony, so I tempered my spirits, resolving to keep my focus on the revelations I’d had that other morning, to protect and treasure each and every one of them as they deserved.
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Delilah was faster with the animals than me, and in moments our mounts were ready to go. Packing up the carriage Sylvia and her sister had brought took longer, but I was happy to see it was an expensive model, complete with shocks and iron banded wheels. Its frame was surprisingly light, and the prancing mounts we hooked up to the harness seemed eager for the work ahead of them.

“Mistress,” the odd little man said, twisting his hat in sweaty hands as he stared with blind adoration at Sylvia, “it was the highlight of my little life serving yourself and your lovely sister.”

“Of course, it was,” the black-haired Madame said with a wink. “Now be a dear and forget you ever saw us if anyone comes asking.”

“Yes, Mistress,” the man nodded quickly. “They could put out my eyes, and I’d never speak if you wish me silent, but I could never forget your mag… mun… excellence.”

I could only shake my head at the weak man’s attitude. Especially when he giggled like a schoolgirl when Sylvia offered him her hand to help her up into the carriage. I thought for a moment he would drop down and let her use his back like a footstool, and if she’d asked, I think he wouldn’t have been happier.

I trotted my mount out ahead of the carriage, letting Esther and Delilah take the lead. The taller woman was speaking, pointing out things as they rode. I overhead a word here and there and realized Esther was instructing the younger woman in how to read the landscape and where to find water if she needed to. I grinned, happy to see her taking my advice.

The scout and Delilah weren’t the only couple lost in deep conversations. Behind me, I heard Jasmine ask Grace what her plans were in San Francisco. Instead of being circumspect, she answered honestly, telling Jasmine all about her plans founding a bank and where she saw value in overlooked employees.

“Why stop with just the women?” Jasmine asked. “If everything else was equal, like education and opportunity, then why wouldn’t black or Chinese people demonstrate the same overlooked value?”

“That’s,” Grace said, her eyes keen on Jasmines, “an excellent point. Tell me, dear, do you know anything about macro or micro economic forces?”

“I’ve read Adam Smith,” Jasmine said, her wide mouth frowning, “but I haven’t made a study of the subject, no.”

“You’re ahead of most bankers,” Grace said with a snort. “The strength and weakness of most financial institutions is that they’re subject to both forces, but most have no insight on the macro forces. Most banks are wildly liberal in their spending and investment, and the volatility in markets are evidence. I would like to think conservatively about how our bank runs…”

The women spoke at length, but my mind wandered, bored by the subject. Jasmine was fascinated, however. The tall teen sat on her mount and watched the older woman with a fierce intensity. She seemed intent on learning everything she could about banking and finance, while also memorizing how Grace sat, spoke, and moved.

The wide valley stretched out before us and the sun rose high overhead, baking us more and more as the day wore on. The shade was few and far between, but blessedly there were dozens of small creeks and streams feeding the river from its western side, so the animals had plenty to drink. Just past noon I spotted the low hills my friend had mentioned, and I was happy to see Esther had taken the advice to heart, steering our party more to the north.

I watched the fires from dozens of cook fires and camps rising into the air from the low hills, and even the reflections of a few looking glasses tracking our passage. I hoped we were far enough away that even a powerful glass couldn’t make out how many womenfolk were in our party. Most of the women were armed, but even still, I’d begun to learn of the evil that can lurk in the hearts of some men, and I didn’t put my trust on others anymore.

As the afternoon wore on the hills fell and I spotted a break that Esther was angling us towards. Delilah rode back an hour before sunset and said they’d found a perfect place to camp for the night. When we rode up, I saw she wasn’t far from the truth.

In the middle of an ancient stand of oaks, was a patch of thick green grasses beside a wide stream. The water ran fast and deep, its flow putting a chill into me when I washed my hands and feet as the women set up the tents and camp. I spotted a few likely holes and after pulling my pack and brushing down my horse, I took my pole a ways up the stream and began digging around for bugs.

Stream fishing isn’t a science; it’s a thing anyone can do and should, at least once in their life. As a boy I loved heading out of town to the over fished creek and tossing in a lure. But it wasn’t until I found the untapped streams of my mountains that I learned what bounty lay in the deep holes created in the bends of waterways.

“What you up to?” Delilah asked as she set a saddle down and lay the horse blanket atop it to dry.

“Gonna do a little fishing,” I said. “Maybe add some to supper.”

“Take me with you,” she said, her smile flashing wide when I nodded for her to tag along.

“Can I come as well?” Jasmine asked. “I’ve never fished.”

I took the girls deep in the stand of oak, searching for poles for each. It took a bit of a hunt as oak is normally too stiff and crooked to work, but we found a patch of reeds farther down the stream. I took the girl back up the stream and showed them how to flip rocks and search for worms and grubs that lived in the area.

“The fish eat what’s around them,” I advised them as we knelt near a wide bend in the river, crouched in the lee of a couple trees so our shadows didn’t spook the fish. “You just have to find out what’s plentiful and make it tempting.”

“Speaking of tempting,” Delilah said, her husky voice drawing my gaze around to find she and Jasmine reclined on a bed of soft green grasses. The tall Latina gazed at me from under a curtain of her dark locks, one hand popping the buttons on the front of her blonde friend’s dress. “Have we properly baited the hook?”

I laughed softly and lay my pole down. There would be plenty of time to fish in the morning before we left, I thought, but how often would I get such a wonderful opportunity not that Sylvia and Lilliana would be with us all the time? I wasn’t sure and planned to jump on the opportunity.

Literally.

Delilah’s peel of giggles filled the air as I jumped atop her and her friend. Jasmine and I’s fingers tickling her sides as I slipped in close and pressed her between us, my lips finding hers as my fingers laced with Jasmine’s. Delilah’s soft pink lips lit a fire in me, even more so when she turned me so Jasmine could kiss me next, our tongue sliding along one another’s in a passionate dance.

The tall Latina and I attacked the busty blonde together. Peeling her dress away, our lips found large pink nipples, one for each, and we grinned at one another as we suckled and kissed. Delilah moaned, her smile wide as she was the object of our undivided attention. Soon the dress fell away and so did her white panties and I was feasting on her wetness, alternating with Jasmine who licked and sucked just as eagerly.

“Oh, right there, Jas… right there!” Delilah moaned as I pulled the Latina’s dark dress off her.

As Delilah came down from her orgasm, she pulled Jasmine up into her arms, the pair kissing softly and whispering loving words to one another. The sight of the tight teenage backsides before me was too much, and I shuffled forward, my cock pulled out of my pants and throbbing with need. When I pressed the fat tip against Jasmine’s tiny entrance, the girl hissed in pleasure, looking back over her shoulder and grinning at me.

“Please, John… don’t tease me with it… Oh yess…. Mhmmm!” I pushed forward, loving how her tightness slowly relaxed to accommodate my girth and her little whimpers of pleasure as it did.

Delilah flashed me a grin as she pulled one of Jasmine’s massive breasts to her lips, massaging and caressing the big round breasts as they swayed slowly. My hips driving forward and back slowly, I took my time as I enjoyed the tightness around my cock and the sight of the gorgeous teens in sapphic embrace.

“Fuck… you’re so tight,” I moaned, feeling my cock throbbing,

“John… please,” Delilah moaned, her eyes beseeching as she saw my motion faltering, “fuck me too baby… I need it!”

“Cumming… cumming… oh god, Delilah… I’m…!”

Jasmine’s voice rose into a high-pitched scream as her orgasm hit and she collapsed atop Delilah, the pair kissing and whimpering as one, but I wasn’t done with them. Pulling out of Jasmine’s tightness, I drove into the sopping wetness of the little blonde and loved the whimper it drew from her as she kissed Jasmine.

The tall Latina rolled to the side, smiling up at me as she pulled me down into their waiting embrace. Two sets of pink lips were kissing me, my neck and chest as two sets of firm young breasts jiggled with each powerful thrust. As Delilah’s moans of pleasure grew higher pitched and sharper, I knew I couldn’t hold back my orgasm much longer.

“I’m going… to cum,” I warned, and Delilah’s blue eyes opened wide as she bit her bottom lips nodding quickly as she shuddered beneath me, her whole body locked up in a powerful orgasm as I felt the first blasts of my cum filling her womb.

Sweating and panting as I caught my breath, I rolled to the side and drew the pair in close. We lay beneath the sinking sun, cuddling on the smashed grasses, and let the evening chill cool us down. The girls grinned at one another, giggling, and I saw them both glance down at my soft manhood. Wiggling their hips, I found my hands full of soft teenage backsides as they began kissing their way down my chest.

“Girls!” called Grace’s voice from somewhere upstream. “Supper’s done!”

The girls exchanged sour grimaces, and Delilah threw me a wink.

“Looks like you’re going to have to wait on your reward, big boy,” she said, sitting up and pulling over her dress. I couldn’t help staring at her big firm breasts as they bounced with her movements, nor at Jasmine’s larger, softer breasts as they swayed when she pulled her dress over.

“My reward?” I asked. “Darling, I’m already a blessed man.”

“And don’t you forget it,” Jasmine said, her smile taking the edge off the words as she pulled her dress over her head.
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Irose and followed the pair after cleaning up and tucking myself away. We found the women sitting around the fire a chill atmosphere about them as Sylvia and Grace pointedly avoided looking at one another.

The girls both got lascivious winks from Esther as she asked, “How was fishing? Catch anything good?”

The leggy blonde’s grin nearly split her face in two and surprisingly it was Lilliana who laughed at the joke, hard and sharp, drawing nearly identical frowns from Sylvia and Grace until they noticed one another and wiped the looks off their faces at the same moment.

I had to duck my face to hide my own grin as I fished my supper pan out from the coals near the fire where they’d left it to warm. Sitting on a rock and tearing off a corner of hard biscuit to shovel beans and sausages into my mouth, I realized I was ravenous.

“We must board the horses when we cross over to the city,” Grace said. “Someplace trustworthy and safe.”

“I know a place,” Lilliana said. “We’ve done business with them before.”

“We’ll want to take care of our business as quickly as possible,” I said. “The longer we stay, the more we risk.”

“I should be able to get everything done in two days,” Grace said. “Esther, how long will it take to round up the supplies?”

“Shouldn’t take more than an afternoon,” the tall blonde said from where she reclined against a boulder, a stalk of dry grass between her teeth.

“Let’s get some rest then,” I said. “I’d like to get moving before dawn so we can get to the bay early.”

The women broke apart then, Sylvia and her sister bedding down together in a small tent, and Delilah and Jasmine did the same. Esther took the first watch, sitting out in the darkness so the light from the campfire didn’t ruin her night vision. I made up a pallet beneath the carriage as Grace cleaned up the last of supper.

I was rolled into my blankets when the gorgeous brunette slipped silently beneath the wagon. She didn’t say a work as she shimmied out of her dress and pressed her naked body against mine. My heart had been hammering since she’d thrown me a heated look from her pale blue eyes and only beat harder once she slipped beneath the covers.

Like kids let loose in a candy shop, we couldn’t keep our hands off one another and tried to devour everything within sight. Grace’s soft lips pressed against mine as she moaned softly into the kiss, her hand gathering my stiffness in a tight grip. I pulled her close, pressing her arm between us as I gripped her wide soft ass, loving it when she moaned into the kiss.

Grace whimpered gently as she swung a thigh over my hips, intent on only one thing as she pressed the thick head of my cock into her tightness. There was a frozen moment, our breaths intertwined as we looked into each other’s eyes, then she was sliding down, drawing my dick into the cleft of her womanhood.

“Oh John,” Grace whispered into my lips. “Oh god I need this… please baby… mhmm!”

I grinned, gripping her wide hips and holding her in place as I did small little thrusts into her sucking sex. The blankets muffled the wet sounds, but the motion of Grace’s was clear to the pair of dark eyes peering from Sylvia’s tent. The small motion caught my attention and Grace turned, her breath growing even more ragged when she caught sight of the beautiful Madame watching our coupling.

“Is she watching me…” Grace whispered. “Or you?”

I saw she was right. The older Latina’s eyes were drinking in Grace’s curves beneath the blanket and the realization caused my cock to throb, hardening even more. Grace moaned when she felt me stiffen and let me push her up, drawing down the blanket so she was naked to the moonlight as she rode me slowly, hips rocking forward to back as she ground her clit on my pubis.

“Oh, baby… baby… I’m… again!”

Though I’m a blessed man, I’ve rarely never seen anything more beautiful than Grace, her massive breasts swaying and bouncing as my cock thrust up into her and her face twisted in beautiful agony. I caught the sound of a gentle whimper from the tent and looked over to see the outline of a white shift molded against Sylvia’s body as she leaned out, one hand down between her legs.

The sight of Sylvia, the pale cotton outlining large hard nipples and a figure that made my mouth go dry, I felt my orgasm hitting me. My motions faltered and Grace grunted, bending down so she would drive her sucking pussy up and down my cock with quick, hard thrusts.

“Fill me, John… oh god, baby, fill me… Yesss… Oh I feel it… Mhmmmm so warm…”

She collapsed atop me, her breath hot and heavy as she came down. Grace turned to the tent. But the opening was empty, and I wondered for a moment if I’d made up the Madame’s little voyeurism. Turning back to me, I saw a curious look on the woman’s face, but she pressed her lips to mine before I could ask what she was thinking.

Grabbing her dress, the woman slipped out of my blankets and into her tent so quickly it was almost as if she’d never been. Until I rolled over and felt the delicious ache in my manhood as I hardened again just from the memory of her body in my arms and the sight of her under the moon’s light.

It took an hour for me to fall asleep, as tired as I was, and I nearly crawled into Grace’s tent to have a second taste of her beauty but the balance we all struck was delicate enough and I had no desire to make anyone uncomfortable just to I could get my rocks off. My dreams that night were filled with dark-haired women and massive breasts, and I was stiff as an iron bar when Esther came to wake me for my watch.

“Interesting dreams?” the blonde asked, her white teeth flashing in the darkness as she crouched near me.

“Always,” I said, sitting up and rubbing sleep from my eyes.

It felt like there was sand beneath the lids, and I wondered if I’d even managed to get a full hour. Pulling on my shirt, I was surprised to find Esther waiting for me, but then I saw the heat in her eyes as she looked around the slumbering camp. Her eyes alighted on mine, one eyebrow raising in almost a challenge as her gaze fell to the lump in my undergarments.

My grin matched hers, and I gripped her hand, pulling her after me out of camp. Esther and I have a history of quick, hard sex, the woman’s favorite. Often, we would fool around when we were working on the mine, as she eschewed the more romantic moments of passion. This evening was no different. Though I led the way, she pulled me to her, turning around quickly and offering me her small little ass.

The woman’s white teeth flashed, and I heard her grunt of satisfaction as I pushed her buckskin pants down and fished my cock free. I was inside her in a second, both of us grunting with pleasure as her tightness settled around my girth.

“Tell me,” Esther hissed. “Please, baby!”

“Who’s my good girl?” I growled in her ear, letting my strong hands run up her body and slipping one around her neck, letting the grip tighten. “Are you?”

“Yes!” The sexy blonde panted desperately, her pussy tightening on my cock as she came hard.

I took her hard and fast, whispering dirty things in her ear the entire time, driving her higher and higher in the realms of pleasure until my balls tightened. One hand was under her loose shirt, cupping one firm breast, and the other had a tight grip on her hair near the scalp as I pile drove into her again and again.

With a deep grunt my orgasm hit, and I felt my toes curling, the cool wind tugging on my hair as I rested for a long moment. Esther held onto my arm, gripping it in her strong hands as she caught her breath as well and finally spinning in my arms gave me a quick kiss and a wink.

“Thanks, lover.” She grinned. “I needed that bad.”

I could only shake my head as the tall woman strode over to her and Grace’s tent. The casual air with which she pulled her pants back up and tucked away her firm little ass was inspiring for her total confidence.

My watch passed by uneventfully and I woke Jasmine without effort. The teen was quiet as she pulled her blanket about herself and stepped out of the firelight. But her eyes lingered on me as I lay down and I suspected if she’d had Delilah’s outgoing manner she would have taken Grace’s example.

Grace and Sylvia were already up when I woke. Both were sitting in silence, drinking mugs of tea as they eyed one another up and down. To me they looked like stray cats sizing one another up, but there wasn’t tension in the air between them as there had been on previous meetings. I couldn’t say what the atmosphere was, but both women greeted me warmly when I sat up, Grace offering me coffee and Sylvia a biscuit.

“I’m alright,” I said stretching. “I’ll eat after I check on the animals.”

“Delilah and Jasmine are seeing to it.” Sylvia said. “Take a seat and have a rest. It will be trying and stressful next few days for you.”

“It won’t be that bad,” I said, trying to ignore my own worries.

“We’re all realistic here,” Grace said. “We know what to expect in a port city. We can hire guards if you think it’s best, John.”

“No,” I said with a firm shake of my head, “that would just put armed men we have to worry about in close proximity.”

“One look at you and they’ll think twice about messing with any of us,” Sylvia said with a small smile as she filled a plate with food for me. “That’s always been my trick at…” She threw a look at Grace and pressed her lips into a line before continuing. “Work.”

After that the conversation dragged and I noticed Sylvia and Grace were being extra pleasant with one another. In fact, their niceness grew so cloying I found an excuse to join the girls in saddling the animals. We got out of camp as the sun was rising, just as I’d wanted and were riding north before the light hit our backs.

Not long after, we spotted the break in the hills and angled our way over. Smoke from the bay’s eastern hills still rose into the sky, but far to the south, and I was happy to see no lookouts on the hills as the scent of the sea grew stronger and stronger.

The little town of Vallejo sat on the northeastern edge of the bay. It was a small port town. The bay filled with fishing sloops and the occasional sail. I was surprised as we rode in at the number of foreigners passing us on a well-worn road headed north and east. I wondered what they were doing, but it was Delilah who spoke with a few of their women and learned they’d come to work for the railroads.

One interesting thing that happened as we drew near town. Esther and Delilah no longer ranged out front with the older woman teaching the younger. Esther rode with Grace, while Delilah rode alongside Sylvia and Lilliana’s carriage. The Madame was regaling the golden-haired teen with ribald tales from her establishments, and Delilah ate them up. I was reminded of the girl’s fetish and found the budding friendship between her and Sylvia quite interesting.
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The women were a happy chattering group when we rode into the small town. My initial worries were confirmed as the eyes of nearly every man we passed followed the women with avarice and desire. The women too, threw dagger glances at Grace and Sylvia, or Delilah and Jasmine for the younger women. My women ignored the looks, and I did as well when I felt the hot gazes.

The little town was bustling with activity. There were people of all kinds from bonnet wearing women who’d just arrived in the west on wagon trains to hard-faced men who knew nothing but a life at sea. Esther led the way around the outskirts of town to its northern edge, where we found a large stable.

I went in with Delilah and Jasmine to check the place out and make sure the animals would be well cared for. The stable master was a quiet man whose two boys did the negotiating with me. They even agreed to house the carriage beside their stables. Shaking with the oldest son, I asked where we might grab a bit to eat before we had to board the ferry, and they directed me to a small restaurant that served a hearty lunch.

“Did you see the younger boy staring at you?” Delilah said with a grin for Jasmine. “I thought his eyes might fall out of his skull.”

“I didn’t know men could be that awkward,” Delilah said with a frown directed at her friend. “So unfortunate.”

“I know, right… Ugh, oh,” Delilah said. “What’s that?”

I followed the blonde’s gaze and noticed a small crowd of rough-looking men gathered around Grace, Sylvia, and Lilliana. The women were standing around the pile of luggage and the trunk holding out gold. A massive man with a flat, brutish looking face loomed over Sylvia. His eyes were dead and unresponsive as he ogled the women, his bulk edging them back from the luggage. I began striding over immediately and when I saw a brief look of fear flit across the Madame’s face I pushed my way through the crowd, earning a few curses until the speakers turned and saw who they swore at.

“That’s a lot of baggage for three stupid cunts,” Flat-face was saying to Sylvia. “Why don’t you and your whores let my boys carry it for you… One way or another—”

“Greetings friend,” I shouted as I stepped up, drawing the men’s attention away from the women.

The flat-faced fellow turned to me, and I saw the cold eyes of a killer narrow looking me up and down. My heart went cold when I saw an odd heat enter those killer’s eyes, and a small smile form on his thin lips. The man’s hand dropped down to the hooked dagger at his belt as he bit his bottom lip slowly.

“You’re even prettier than he said.” The low rumble was barely audible as the flat-faced man spoke to himself, forgetting about the women and turning to me. The five other men began sidling back, making a space between us. With my simple greeting the atmosphere had changed completely and I sensed sudden, deadly violence, or something even more twisted about to unleash.

“Ladies,” I said, feeling an unusual sliver of fear worm its way into my guts. Reaching out a hand to Sylvia, who was trapped in the corner by the large man, I pulled the Madame behind me. “The ferry’s waiting for us.”

“Lady?” the blunt featured man said with a little laugh, voice a low rumble, and eyes never leaving my face. “You’re mistaken, boy, this here’s naught but a two-bit whore. My boys are just looking to have a go is all… You can understand that, right pretty boy?” Something was very wrong with the man, and though his words spoke of sexual violence I sensed something else at work in the greedy faces of the man’s comrades.

“You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head when speaking to my women,” I said, taking a grip on my fear. My hands curled into fists as I sensed the other men shuffling around, closing off any escape down the street.

“John,” Grace warned, stepping close and glancing around. “We should go.”

“Aye, John,” Flat-face said, his thin lips caressing the name before grinning evilly. “You SHOULD go.”

The inferno burning within turned cold as it did just before a fight, and I saw the large man’s black eyes register the change. A hard smile curled the corners of his mouth as he drew the curved dagger in one hand and flexed the thick fingers of his other hand. From the scarred, sunken knuckles I knew the man was a brawler, perhaps even a trained boxer. A moment before violence broke out, a voice shouted from behind me.

“Break it up, boys!” called the authoritative voice. “No fighting in town or you get the noose! We had enough of your kind breaking shit, get on now!”

Flat-face’s eyes narrowed when he took in the small group of armed deputies, and with a sneer directed at the women he turned to me. His small black eyes looked me up and down as he licked his lips in a way that sent a shiver down my spine.

“Hadring” said one of his men, face tense as he spoke to his boss, “we gotta go.”

“We’ll meet again boy,” he growled at me in quiet promise. “All you’ve done is delay the inevitable.”

With a final wink, the man nodded his head and his little gang trailed after him as they left.

“Oh, thank you, John,” Sylvia said, throwing herself into my arms and holding me tight.

I stood stiffly, unsure how to feel about how delicious the woman’s incredible body felt pressed against me or the fear still loosening my bowels, an uncomfortable feeling and one I’d never felt before. Grace shot me a look and just shook her head as I pried the Latina woman off me, misreading my expression.

“We should hurry,” Grace said. “I don’t want to miss the ferry.”

“I think she hates me,” Sylvia said, as she walked pressed right up against my side, her perfume clouding my thoughts and the softness of her hip against my thigh causing my heart to beat faster.

“She doesn’t hate you,” I said, trying to be reassuring. “Who was that man? Should we be worried about him?”

“Hadring,” Sylvia said with a glance back and a frown as she slipped her arm in mine. “I recognized the man straight off. Some petty gang leader. Mostly pirates and thugs. His brother… Sally-Mae will never walk again after what he done to her. The things he did… Evil doesn’t begin to describe them.”

“I take that as a yes,” I said, throwing a glance back and feeling my heart grow cold when I saw the man trailing after us but well back, his hard-black eyes locked on me with an almost manic gleam.

“How can I win her over?” Sylvia whispered to me.

“Who?” I asked, amazed at how easily Sylvia dismissed the threat following us.“Grace?”

“Of course,” the Madame said. “Don’t tell her I said this,” the woman said with a conspiratorial grin for me. “But last night was the sexiest thing I’ve seen in years and that’s saying something for me.”

I could only smile and shake my head. My nervousness grew as the woman pressed her massive breast into my arm. As she whispered to me about her observations from the night before I noticed the tightness around her eyes still, evidence the fear still lingered. Letting her talk, I saw that she was processing her emotions but indulging in more and more outrageous comments.

Esther was waiting for us at the ferry with her pack and weapons. She waved when she spotted us, and I nodded over to the restaurant the stableman had mentioned. We took a table in the back and sat down while the man bustling around ran to get us plates of sausage, bacon, eggs, and potatoes.

“What kept you?” Esther asked Grace as we sat down. “I was about to come looking for you.”

“Some roughs waylaid us,” the poised brunette said, “but John was there.”

“You ladies draw too much attention,” Esther said, frowning at Sylvia and Grace, both of whom were in fine gowns that stood out amid all the homespun woolens on most of the women in town.

“Am I supposed to lessen myself, simply because some men can’t keep it in their pants?” Sylvia asked with a raised eyebrow as a platter of food was set before her. “Hmph, you can wear pants and dress like a man if you choose to, but I won’t hide who I am out of fear.”

“She’s right, Esther,” Grace said with a small frown as if she wasn’t happy to be agreeing with the Madame. “We’ll just have to be more circumspect in how we handle our business. If we give in to evil men like that, we make the world a worse place.”

“Does no good to ignore reality,” Esther said with a shake of her head. “I’m not saying you have to become nuns, but there’s no sense in making the bait so tempting. John, you agree with me, right?”

“She has a point,” I said to Grace, who turned her frown on me.

“Not you too, John,” Grace said.

“Forget them,” Sylvia said to Grace. “Their privilege keeps them blind.”

“What do you mean?” Delilah asked the Madame.

“This is a man’s world, girl,” Sylvia said. “Your momma knows the truth of it. That’s why she’s starting a bank.” Sylvia nodded in respect to Grace. “The more we bend ourselves in order to accommodate men’s weakness, the longer it takes until we live in a world where we can be safe and free. Reasonable precautions are fine, but I’ll dress how I want and act how I like, thank you very much.”

“And if I hadn’t been there?” I asked.

“I’ve been dealing with men like him for years,” Sylvia said to me, her dark eyes at once mocking and sad. “If having to handle the occasional brutish moron is the price for living as I wish to, then I’ll pay it.”

Grace nodded in agreement, and I couldn’t help but smile as the pair grew just a touch closer. Esther and I left the topic alone, but I saw her worries remain as did mine. In the entire town of several hundred, I hadn’t seen any women with a fraction of the presence and beauty Grace and Sylvia commanded and knew we would attract unwanted attention wherever we went.

We finished our meals and paid just in time to board the ferry. Walking up the gangplank, feeling it sway beneath my weight and the trunk of gold I carried, I felt an unusual trepidation as I looked out over the dark blue waters of the bay. I’d never seen so much water in my life and couldn’t help being intimidated by the power I felt in her surging waves beneath my feet.

The ship was a wide-bottomed sailing vessel with a small area in the rear for passengers. The forward holds were stuffed with barrels and when I asked the captain what he was hauling, he said it was water.

“Fools built a fort out on the peninsula,” he said with a sneer as he spit over the side. “Ain’t no damn water though!”

The man wasn’t much for conversation, and we left him to his work. He was assisted by his son who tripped over his own feet whenever he passed us by, his eyes lingering on Delilah and her golden locks. The teen was oblivious to his affections and spent the hour-long trip peppering Sylvia with quiet questions about her profession.
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Ifound myself leaning over the side rail and peering at the shoreline as we sailed around the bay’s northern horn. Lilliana moved up beside me and I glanced over to take in her thin features. The woman was a quiet one, reminding me of Esther in that way, but the spark of intelligence in her eyes was intriguing.

“Have you thought about what you’ll do once we get back into your mountains?” the slender woman asked me. “I reckon the decision will be in your hands.”

“What decision?” I asked.

“About where you’ll send us.” The woman’s sad eyes watched the little waves of our wake spreading out behind.

“I don’t imagine I could send you or your sister anywhere you didn’t want to go,” I said. Then shrugging I went on, “I thought you’d both cut out once we handed you your portion of the gold, or whenever the mine tapped out.”

“You think so poorly of us?” the woman said, her accent thickening with emotion, and I looked at her sharply, surprised to see the glint of wetness in her eyes. “Of me?”

“I don’t know you,” I answered honestly. “I’m sorry, I mean no offense, but you and Sylvia are a mystery to me. What is it you want?”

“To be safe, secure and to feel loved,” the woman said, turning towards me, and resting one hip on the railing. She didn’t have her sisters incredible curves, and that made it easy to overlook her slender beauty, but I was struck by her exotic, dark eyes and the self-possession in them. “Gold has always been our route to the first and second, but as to the third… We gave up hope of finding men worthy of us years ago or men who could forgive our pasts...”

“You think that past would cause me to send you away?” I asked with a frown.

“I only know what I’ve seen,” Lillian said.

“Your past doesn’t matter to me,” I said honestly. “It may bother some, but if you treat those I love with kindness and respect, then I’ll do the same with you.” I leaned my elbows on the railing and looked back out at the bay and shoreline. “Lilly, this is too short a life to worry over things that don’t really matter. I said you and your sister had a place to live with me and I meant it. Nothing you do will change that.”

“And if I have no desire to be your lover?” the woman asked, a slight tremor in her voice. “Would you still be so generous?”

I turned to her, letting my eyes grow hard as they met hers.

“I would never condition my protection or friendship on something like that… is that what you think this is? You think I’ve forced Grace and the rest—”

“No,” Lilliana said, shaking her head quickly and glancing over at Esther and Grace where they sat on a large coil of rope chatting companionably. “No I’d never think that… Anyone who saw how they stare at you would know they’re in love. I only meant… I’ve put that part of myself aside and have no desire to take it up again… Sylvia… she’s stronger than me. She’s still searching…”

I reached out and took the small woman’s thin hand in mine. It was cold, and I wrapped my warm fingers around it, looking deep into her eyes.

“You have a home whenever you want it. With us.” I nodded over to Esther and Grace. “I’m a man whose more blessed than I’ve any right to be and even if I weren’t, I’d never make such demands of you.”

“I almost believe you,” Lilliana said, and I saw she was joking in part, but also that sadness remained in her eyes, and I sensed old pain hidden deep.

“You will eventually, Aunt,” Jasmine said as she stepped up behind Lilliana and wrapped her arms around the woman in a hug.

Lilliana rested her head on the girl’s shoulder as we watched the shoreline pass by. We three stood in silence for the rest of the trip and though I sensed she held herself apart as much as possible, the little woman also didn’t drop her grip on my hand the whole trip.

The city of San Francisco was a chaotic warren of wooden buildings stretching up from the port and wrapping around the headlands. The fort dominated the bluffs near the bay’s mouth. One large building was already finished while the rest was under construction. When our sailing ferry drew abreast of our pier, I couldn’t help staring at the chaotic and colorful port.

There were people from all over the world, pressed into such a small space. I saw dark-skinned men from the far east and hundreds of black-haired Asians from even farther east. Black-skinned men and women dotted the crowds, some in the rough cottons of recently freed slaves and others dressed in fine suits and clothing. I’d never imagined such variety existed in the world, and Delilah had to push my jaw closed to keep me from looking like a fool. Almost immediately I felt the edges of panic as I imagined walking through such a mass of humanity, but Delilah and Jasmine wore an excited smile as they walked down the gangplank and I tried to emulate them.

Pausing to speak with the captain and thank him for our safe passage, I grabbed up a few of the heavier bags, making sure the women were not overburdened as they took up their luggage. I was grateful for Grace’s firm hand when it had come time to choose what to bring. She’d been adamant the women all pack light and looking at the hilly city I once again appreciated her wisdom.

My initial awe faded as we started pushing through the crowd, and practical concerns took its place. I noticed straight off there were no constables in sight, and an unusual number of rough-looking men hovered about the edges of the crowd. Pushing to the fore, I kept a grip on Lilliana’s hand and made sure all the others linked up and made my way through the crowds. I felt eyes tracking our movements, but a few glares warned any who might have hassled us away.

Hawkers and merchants were calling out wares from stands set up along the wharf. The entire affair looked makeshift and hodge-podge, but I’d never seen such fresh and bountiful produce all in one place before. There were even stalls set up to sell fresh loaves of delicious smelling bread that caused my mouth to water.

I would have paused to grab a loaf or ten, but the surrounding chaos was disorienting enough, and every second I spent in the press of bodies I felt more and more trapped. By the time we reached the edges of the crowds, I was practically shoving people out of my way, those unwise enough to make way. Luckily most saw me coming from far off. Being head and shoulders above most in the crowd I was easy to spot, and my face must have been a thunderhead for the looks people threw me before scattering out of our way.

“John, hold up,” Grace called, when we passed beneath the shade of a storefront. “I need to get my bearings, one moment.”

Digging in her purse, she pulled out a letter and scanned it quickly before looking up and around. She searched for a few seconds before spotting a large cross standing on one of the inland hills straight up the road.

“We head towards the church until we see a theater, then take a left. We should be able to see the house from there.”

I nodded and started off, trying not to stare at all the people and strange shops. Lilliana released my hand when her sister stepped up beside her, dark cheeks coloring slightly as she avoided Sylvia’s pointed looks. Esther and I looked the most out of place. The woman, because she was armed with pistols on her hips, a rarity for women in any town and very much out of place in a city even on the farthest frontier.
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My attire drew plenty of stares from city folk, but not half so much as my height and face did from the Asian immigrants. Small men clung to wives whose jaws hung open and hands clutched their colorful silk dresses with white knuckles. From fear or some other emotion I couldn’t say, but their looks made me uncomfortable, especially the deeper and deeper we walked into the small town of Chinese people, within the city.

The language changed, as did the sights and smells. One window was full of ducks, plucked and butchered, their bodies hanging in a column of smoke that smelled of pepper and ginger root. I would have pushed through, but Sylvia and the girls wanted to stop at a small cart selling large round balls of white dough, steaming in an iron pot.

“You must try these,” Sylvia said. “You’ll be surprised… I promise.”

“Go on, John,” Delilah enthused when she pushed the first “bun” into my hands. “Try it and tell us if its good or not.”

The beautiful blonde laughed when I frowned at her, drawing stares from all around. I saw several women looking with longing at her loose golden curls, while men just stared with longing. Sylvia didn’t wait, purchasing one for each of the women with an eager grin that told me she’d eaten these before.

The dough was soft, and unlike any bread I’d eaten before. Its airy texture didn’t have much flavor, but I jerked in pleasant shock when a burst of warm meat, cabbage and spices filled my mouth from a hidden pocket within.

“Mhmmmhmm, it’s sho gud,” I said, shoving the rest into my mouth and chewing quickly as the juices dribbled down my chin.

Delilah laughed and Sylvia pressed another two into my hands as the others tasted theirs. We found the theater a minute later, the women each licking their fingers clean, even Grace who tried to do it surreptitiously and blushed prettily when she saw me notice.

“There are some good things that don’t exist in your mountains, eh?” Esther asked me as we turned the corner outside of the large theater.

“We have flour, cabbage and pork in the mountains,” I said, grinning with Esther.

“Suppose that’s true,” she said with a sly wink, “but no beautiful Chinese girls to offer up their… buns?”

“Jesus,” I said, shaking my head at the woman and unable to contain my laughter. “You’re terrible.”

“And you’re the center of attention wherever we go,” Esther said, her tone slightly disbelieving. “Not those flouncing women.” Esther winked at an older man with a long white goatee, who flashed a gap-toothed grin back and a wink of his own. “I never thought I’d like a city… but this place is fucking wild.”

“You could say that again,” I said, eyeing a busty woman who hung out of a red curtained window, her painted lips curved into a Cheshire cat smile as she surveyed all those who passed by beneath.

“Grace is going to have a fit,” Esther sniggered, but the dark-haired beauty didn’t react to the ribald comments the woman flung at the crowd. Until the woman noticed me.

“Now there’s a fine hunk of man!” the lady cried in a breathy voice. She leaned out the window, waving a scarf in my direction. “Hellooo, handsome! How about you let Gerty give you the ride of your life, eh? Or maybe a man like you needs two ladies riding him? Sweet Susie and I will suck you dry, big boy!”

“Here it comes,” Esther said, her eyes locked on Grace’s face, which now wore an angry scowl, but it wasn’t the erudite beauty who spoke, but black-haired Sylvia.

“Only one use for a mouthy whore,” Sylvia drawled, letting her Spanish accent deepen, “and speaking ain’t it. Holler at our man again and I’ll open up my own shop. Run you cunts outta town.”

“Shit, bitch,” the prostitute said, her sweet demeanor disappearing. “You wanna speak fight words, step on up to Gerry and I’ll do you what for! Who do you think you are?”

“Sylvia Sanchez,” Sylvia said. “If you’re too stupid to recognize the name ask your Madame, and when she slaps you for disrespecting me and my man, consider it you getting off easy.”

The woman’s face soured, and I caught her cheeks growing green before she pulled back into the window. Sylvia harrumphed in annoyance but walked with a straighter back after that in spite of the stares and looks her announcement drew. Her name might not have been famous like a general, but a surprising number of people in the red-curtain district perked up when she offered it.

At first I grew nervous, and I saw Grace grow from appreciative to apprehensive when more and more attention focused on our party. However, when the first woman approached Sylvia with tears in her eyes, thanking the woman for helping her out years before when she was in a tough spot, I grew more relaxed. First one and then dozens of women streamed out of the brothels paying their respects to the Madame and I noticed the door guards keeping an eye not only on Sylvia as she passed by but her companions as well.

Grace, to her credit, took all of this in stride and I even saw her expression soften several times when women broke down in thanking Sylvia. The beautiful brunette drew her own stares and looks of respect from all the women who watched her walk past. The woman had an air of gentility about her that stilled anger or jealousy and a way of smiling with loving kindness that disarmed even the most indisposed to her.

Three blocks of finely constructed townhouses later, we found ourselves standing outside of the address Grace had in her letter. The abrupt transition from whorehouses to manor houses had been jarring, but nothing had prepared me for the palatial house sitting atop a small hill. Unlike all those surrounding it, it had a small parcel of land and a few small dark sea trees dotting its hillside.

“This is the place?” I asked with a frown.

“Valet picked it out for you, didn’t she?” Esther asked with a crooked grin.

“Yes, well,” Grace said, ignoring her friend and frowning at the large house. “I’d have rather she gotten us something more discreet but what’s done is done.”

“Their protocol office wouldn’t have allowed—”

“That’s more than enough, Esther,” Grace said, shouldering her bag and marching up the smooth path of finely fitted white stones.

I stood on the street frozen for a long moment and looked over to Esther, but the woman avoided my gaze. Delilah gave me a worried frown, then hurried after her mom.

“Looks like someone hasn’t been completely honest,” Sylvia said, sidling up next to me and looking up at me with a sly grin. “I take it you didn’t know she was friends with the British ambassador?”

“This is the ambassador’s estate?” I asked but saw immediately it must be true.

We stood at the base of a sandy hill overlooking the fort, bay, and wharf, with a view surrounded by the most expensive and finely built houses I’d ever seen.

“I think she’s a queen in hiding,” Jasmine said under her breath, drawing a sharp look from her mother.

“She’s just a woman with secrets, girl,” Sylvia said. There was a waspishness to her tone, but I caught a hint of sadness in her eyes, possibly regret as she looked upon her daughter. “Like all of us.”

“I don’t have any secrets,” Jasmine said, turning a pretty frown on her mom, “and neither does Delilah.”

“No?” Sylvia asked. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

Delilah had lost her customary cheerfulness and her light blue eyes rested on Sylvia’s. Her thick pink lips turned down in a frown of disappointment, an expression I don’t think I’d ever seen on the happy teen.

“I swore on the blood of kin I’d never speak of it,” the girl said, her voice soft and sad, “but Momma lost more than you can ever imagine Mrs. Sylvia, and she lost it because of me. So I’ll ask that you refrain from teasing her about what was stolen from her.”

Spinning on her heel, Delilah marched up the walkway, hurrying to catch up with her mother. The girl linked her arm in Grace’s and rested her head on the woman’s shoulder.

“We have more in common than I thought,” Sylvia said, lips pursed as she watched the pair walking away.

It was Jasmine who looked the most shocked. I’d known there was more to Grace’s story than she’d told me. I’d given her the chance to speak several times, but something kept her quiet, whether shame or pain I didn’t know.

“Come on girl,” Sylvia said, drawing Jasmine up to the house with her. “Let’s pick rooms with good morning light. I suspect we’ll have a fair number to choose from.”

“Mysteries abound, eh?” Lilliana said to me with a sly smile and a raised eyebrow. “You don’t seem too upset your women are keeping secrets from you. Why is that?”

I looked down at the small Latina and thought about her question for a long second before answering.

“Have you ever trusted someone so completely that nothing they could do or say would break that trust?” The small woman frowned at me and shook her head. “The moment I first laid eyes on Grace I knew she’d never hurt me, not on purpose, and I knew the same with Jasmine as well. Sometimes you can see into a person’s soul at just a glance and know them completely, without being able to put it into words.”

“Si,” Lilliana said, nodding now. “I think I know what you mean.”

“It’s scary and wonderful,” I said, finding it easy to admit these things to the slender woman. Her lack of judgement and the fact she never tried to wiggle her way into my trousers let me relax as I hadn’t around a woman in a long time.

“Si.” Lilliana smiled. “But it’s not the woman or man who frightens… its being vulnerable.”

“I think you’re right,” I said, nodding when Esther popped her head out of the house and waved us up. “We better go, or they’ll start to talk.”

“That one can talk all she wants,” Lilliana said, and at first, I thought it was anger in her voice until I saw the heat in her eyes had a different shade to it and I couldn’t help but grin.

“Did you know Esther was a scout in the Army?” I asked, keeping my face mild and expressionless when Lilliana shot me a suspicious glance.

“I heard,” she said carefully, cheeks coloring slightly. “But how could a beautiful blonde like that pass as a man?”

“It’s quite the tale,” I said, walking up the steps. “You should have her tell you sometime.” Turning and shooting Lilliana a wink, I added, “Bring a bottle when you do, and she’ll be your best friend.”

The woman’s lips pressed into a smile as she tried to mask her emotions, but the look she offered me was grateful. Stepping into the house, I saw the interior was even more opulent than the outside and I instantly felt uncomfortable. I stood in a foyer with a thick colorful rug covering the floor. Standing just inside the doorway, I tried to keep my muddy boots off the rich carpet as I stared around at the furnished living and dining rooms.
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Grace had arranged for the house, and I’d assumed it would be a small place with tiny bedrooms and hopefully a cook stove. This was far beyond anything I could have imagined. The couches and chairs were upholstered in soft materials of greens and reds. They covered the walls in framed paintings done by masterful artists depicting scenes of the bay and wharf, as well as portraits of finely dressed lords and ladies.

“You can leave your boots there if you want, John,” Grace said, walking out of the dining room and swinging her shawl over her shoulders. “I’ve set aside a room for your upstairs. Once you’ve dropped off your things come down and we’ll have supper working.”

The women were all bustling about, unpacking and changing out of their traveling clothes. As I unlaced my boots and set them near the door, I heard Jasmine and Delilah exclaim from the back of the house about the bath. By the time I found my small room upstairs, tucked in the corner of the floor behind a broom closet, there were happy sounds coming from down below as the girls filled the tub with steaming water.

I found Esther and Grace in the kitchen, the latter making a pot of tea while the former pulled a bottle of whiskey down from the spirits cabinet.

“They won’t mind if we have a couple nips from their fine whiskey, will they?” Esther asked as she poured herself two-fingers of the amber liquid.

“Just don’t drink it all,” Grace said with a small frown at the woman that softened when Esther winked and threw the glass back, downing its contents in one swallow.

Esther held the bottle up for me and I nodded, taking the large glass she poured me and sipping it slowly. Esther pulled out the chair beside me and flopped down, a small cloud of dust erupting from her travel clothes.

“You could have changed, Esther,” Grace said as she set small crocks of honey and cream on the table.

“What’s the point?” the tall blonde asked, crossing her ankles beneath the table and slouching down in her chair, sipping her whiskey with a small sigh. “Just going to get dusty tomorrow. So, what’s the plan, anyway?”

“Yes,” Sylvia said smoothly, as she swept into the room. “What’s the plan? And who is this friend of yours?”

The Latina beauty looked around at the gilded chairs, steaming teacups, and carved wooden paneling on the walls and raised an eyebrow at Grace. Sylvia had already changed out of her dark riding dress into a dress of black and red that hugged her curvy frame in a way that caused my mouth to dry, and I had to force my eyes away from the heavy sway of her braless breasts as she sat in an empty seat at the table, taking a cup of tea from Grace with a small nod of thanks.

“I will send a note tonight,” Grace said, ignoring the Madame’s last questions, “and have a meeting set up with the lawyers and our representative tomorrow as early as possible. You must be there, John, to sign the charter, but once that’s done, I won’t need you for the rest of the day.”

“Perfect,” Sylvia said, her thick lips curling into an eager grin as she let her dancing eyes meet mine. “That will give us a chance to get to know one another. I couldn’t possibly marry a man without getting to know him better, even if the marriage is a sham.”

“Good idea,” Grace said warmly, shocking Sylvia who glanced at the brunette sharply. “As you say you should get to know one another before we all marry.” Her cheeks colored lightly but she went on quickly. “And the city offers the perfect opportunity. We won’t be here long if we can help it, so if you wanted to spend time together, I think tomorrow would be perfect.”

“Take Delilah out with you,” Esther said, shooting me a sly wink that Grace missed but Sylvia’s sly glances didn’t. “I think the girl would love to see a side of San Fran that only Sylvia could find.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good id—” Grace started before Sylvia cut her off smoothly.

“Sounds perfect! The girl’s a delight. We’ll all have a wonderful time, won’t we, John?”

The woman’s black eyes danced as they met mine and I felt a soft foot slide up my calf, teasing with its touch. Glancing from Sylvia to Esther and finally to Grace, I raised an eyebrow at the matron of my little harem.

Instead of jealousy or annoyance, as I’d worried I might find, the woman’s expression was mildly curious. When her eyes met mine, they were genuinely curious what my response would be, and I was reminded of the trust this wonderful woman put into me.

“I think Delilah would like that,” I said, remembering her excited expression when we passed by the brothel, “and we’ll only be here a night or two, might as well try to experience the city as much as we can.”

“That’s the spirit,” Esther said, her voice slurring slightly as she finished off her second glass of whiskey. “And what about you, Lilliana?” she asked Sylvia’s slender sister. “What are your plans while we’re in town?”

“To avoid the horse and pig shit filled streets for as long as I can,” she said with a flash of grin for Esther.

“I’ll drink to that,” Grace said with a little smile.

“Not straight tea you won’t,” Esther said, pushing the bottle of whiskey over.

Grace let a playful smile tug at her lips as she lifted the bottle and poured a shot in her teacup. Offering it to Sylvia with a smile that almost looked like a truce, the Latina took it with a gracious nod and poured a shot into her teacup as well.

“To avoiding shit,” Sylvia said, passing the bottle to her sister and raising her cup in toast.

“To new friends, and new beginnings,” Grace said, and Sylvia dipped her head in agreement.

“To peace, prosperity and love,” I said, winking at Esther who had been tipping up her glass before each speaker and forced to stop. With a little laugh she threw her shot back, smacking her lips and looking around, laughing harder when she saw Lilliana chugging a large mouthful straight from the bottle. The slender little woman set the bottle down and wiped her lips with the back of her hand, cheeks coloring slightly when Esther laughed at her.

“I was parched from the trip,” she said.

“Drink up then!” Esther said, standing with a little sway and stepping over to the fine liquor cabinet. “There’s more where that came from… Stuffy prigs… Letting us drink all their spirits is the least they could do after…!”

The woman was already tipsy, and I was feeling a touch of it myself from the double-shot. I thought Grace would warn her best friend to steer clear of the owner’s liquor, but she just laughed when Esther set another bottle on the table.

“If that one’s yours,” Lilliana said, cradling her bottle of whiskey protectively, “then where are the others?”

Esther laughed loudest of all at that and pulled out the chair beside the little Latina. After that, things relaxed between the women. Even Grace and Sylvia found occasion to chat as the night wore on and the liquor flowed and music from a nearby tavern reached us. The women spoke carefully with one another, like ridge cats circling, as they sounded one another out. I was happy to see they weren’t at one another's throat as I’d feared.

The alcohol relaxed us and loosened tongues, but it was when Delilah and Jasmine came into the kitchen, smelling fresh and clean from their long bath together, that things got a bit raucous. The girls were both rosy cheeked and from the way they couldn’t seem to keep their hands off one another; I suspected they’d done more than bathe in the tub. It only took a drink to loosen Delilah enough to want to dance and twirling with Jasmine wasn’t enough for the bubbly blonde.

“I’m not the dancing type,” I slurred as the girl pulled me out of my chair, head swimming as I stepped into the middle of the kitchen with her.

“Mhmm, I disagree,” Delilah said, linking her hands in mine and swaying her hips side to side. “You have great rhythm for a man… isn’t that right, Jaz?”

“Indeed, he does,” the tall Latina said, her smile soft from drink and eyes wide and wicked as she poured herself another stiff drink.

“Go on, John,” Sylvia said from her chair beside Grace, “give us a dance. I think these ladies have each earned one, don’t you?”

The woman’s smile was amused, and I knew she could see how uncomfortable I was dancing, my steps awkwardly shuffling side to side. Delilah turned to me and pulled me in close, one of her hands slipping down to the base of my back.

“Ignore her,” the busty little teen said, molding her body against mine and setting my heart to beating hard. “Just listen to the music… let it move you as it will… Feel me.” Her hips swayed, pulling mine along with them as she held me close. Her husky whisper reached only my ear as she spoke into my neck, her hot breath tickling the sensitive skin, “Feel our love move us… just like in bed, only with clothes on.”

Her teasing grin made me chuckle, but I took her words to heart. Closing my eyes, I let my hand slip down the girl’s slender back and cupping her firm little behind close as I pulled her in. There were a few awkward beats as I moved out of sync with Delilah and the music, but the alcohol helped keep my mind and ego out of the way and in a minute the pair of us were grinding upon one another, our hands exploring each other’s bodies and lips inches away from kissing. The song ended, and we stepped back from one another, breathing heavily, hearts racing.

“He can dance too,” Lilliana said, her slurred words a bit too loud as she leaned forward and looked over at her sister. “Es el hombre perfecto?”

“Sientate,” Sylvia said to her sister with a playful swat at her hands.

“It’s Jasmine’s turn to dance,” Esther said, tossing the tall teen a wink, when she sat up from her glass of whiskey, blushing. “Go on, girl, before your song ends.”

Delilah peeled herself off my body and let her fingers graze the length of my stiffness as she turned with a saucy sway of hips and took the tall Latina’s seat. Jasmine’s large dark eyes were locked on my face as she carefully made her way over. Tripping on her own feet, she laughed as I caught her up, swinging her in my arms.

The girl was slender as a willow but nearly as busty as her mother, and I couldn’t help but love the feel of her body pressed against mine as we swayed and moved to the music. Jasmine didn’t have Delilah’s natural rhythm but the heat in her eyes was every bit as sexy and when she finally disentangled herself from me and swayed over to sit on Delilah’s lap with a giggle, my trousers were tented.

“Not so fast, big boy,” Esther said as I moved over to the table. She stood and handed me her glass to finish off as she slipped into the circle of my arm, pulling me back to the middle of the kitchen floor.

I’d begun to feel a touch awkward as the women stared at me, but the whiskey wore off the sharp edges of my embarrassment and I gave myself over to the pleasure of feeling the music move me. Esther and I have always had a deep and unspoken connection, and it was reflected in her eyes as she leaned back and looked up into mine.

“Have I ever told you how god damn handsome you are?” she said, her green eyes soft. “I thank the Lord every day that we decided to ride west.”

“Hush,” I said, drawing her head into my chest. “You couldn’t possibly feel more blessed than I do.”

“Blessed now,” the woman said, smiling into my chest, “but exhausted later.”

I laughed lightly, unable to deny her prediction. When the song ended, and the tall woman stepped away from me she reached out one hand and took mine then Lilliana’s and drew the slender little woman up and over to me.

“Your turn, darling,” she said to the grimacing Latina. “Don’t make that face, he doesn’t bite.”

“If she doesn’t want to… hic… dance,” I said, swallowing to try and stop my hiccups, “She doesn’t… hic… have to.”

“Nonsense!” said Sylvia, her words slurring. “Enséñales a estas señoras cómo bailamos hermana!”

“It’s ok,” I started to say but the little Latina threw up her chin, a challenging look in her eyes as she reached out and took my hand, lacing her fingers with mine.

I noticed her and Esther’s grip lingered for an extended moment before she finally released the tall blonde and moved into a formal stance, the free hand picking up her skirts between thumb and finger as she gave me a picture-perfect curtsy.
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“You can sway to a beat, big boy,” Lilliana said, smiling drunkenly, “but can you do a real dance?”

“I really can’t,” I said, shaking my head and laughing.

“Prove it!” enthused Delilah, now on her third small glass of alcohol. Her mother was monitoring the pours carefully, and I suspected that was the only thing keeping Sylvia, who sat next to the blonde, from topping it off every chance she got.

“See if you can follow,” Lilliana said, as she swept one toe in a wide half circle behind her, her curtsy lowering even further. She paused at the nadir of her move and looked up at me expectantly.

Popping my head side to side, I let my limbs loosen and tried to copy her movements.

“Other foot,” she corrected when I’d begun to move the foot mirroring hers. “Si… two halves of a whole… Light,” she said, spinning into my arms, her back to me, light as a feather, “and dark.”

As she stood slowly, I stood with her, one arm drawing her even closer as I did, enjoying her shocked little look when my manhood pressed against her firm little behind. Before I could say anything, she was moving again, not precisely in time with the music but to a beat only she could hear. The steps were formal but evocative as she took me through an entire series of moves.

I lost count of how many steps I’d taken when she suddenly stood up straight, eyes intense as they held mine. There was something in her look, a question or worry that niggled at her mind, keeping her from relaxing with me. As a new song kicked on, the beat faster, her toe swung out, eyes still unsure.

It was either the alcohol or pure luck, but either way the music swept me up, as did the little woman who spun and swayed in my arms. I didn’t get every step perfect, but near enough that Lilliana’s expression slowly turned to shock, then pleasure as I spun her with force across the kitchen floor, stepping after her quickly and furiously.

One arm swung beneath her lower back, and she bent over the strong limb with a delighted laugh, leg kicking wide as she rolled her back against me, slithering down in a sexy little move. Holding one of her hands up, I faced her towards Esther, the blonde grinning wide and clapping along with Sylvia and the others. The tall woman’s drunken expression grew delighted when Lilliana undulated upright, one hand on her thigh, drawing her dress up and revealing a strong, slender calf and thigh.

Suddenly the song cut off with a crash and an eruption of angry curses, leaving Lilliana and I bereft of a beat. Suddenly feeling drunken and ridiculous, I staggered and started guffawing, followed by the others.

“That was amazing!” Lilliana said, turning and giving me a firm little hug. “Mama would never believe a gringo could Bolero.”

“Is that what the dance is called?” I asked, catching my breath. “I’ve never felt anything like that.”

“Good,” Sylvia said, her hand drawing her sister aside as she stepped close, causing me to swallow hard as I took in her stunning, dark-eyed beauty. “Because you will dance it again on our wedding day.”

“With all of us!” Delilah said, grinning at Jasmine and her mother, whose eyes were locked on Sylvia.

“Would you deny me a dance?” Sylvia said, her face turned to me, but her attention clearly on Grace. The shorter brunette smiled and reached for the bottle, topping her own glass off and sat back, her eyes mysterious as she watched the Madame slowly press herself against me.

“Well, John?” Sylvia said in a husky whisper, her dark eyes dancing with some suppressed emotion as she looked up at me. “The queen has no problem with it… how about you? Will you… deny me?”

“Has any man been able to?” I asked with a chuckle.

“So far only you,” she said, grinning to take the edge off her words.

I let my arm circle her slender waist as the tinkling of piano keys started up from nearby. Ignoring the faster pace, I let her black eyes trap my vision as we swayed to a silent rhythm all our own. Only Grace could set my heart to hammering as this woman did, but with Sylvia there was always an edge to my desire. A constant worry that the wickedly smart woman was toying with me somehow.

It was only as I led her across the kitchen floor, her soft body pressed to mine, that I got a real read on her. The woman was tough and smart, but also vulnerable and soft, though something in her life, some past trauma, kept her from opening up fully. I sensed a fragility she fought hard to hide. She never lost the little ironic curl to her lips as we danced, but I felt her spine relax and her shoulders draw closer to me. Eventually, as our movements slowed, she rested her head on my shoulder, the spices of her perfume filling my head with thoughts of what she would feel like without the silky dress.

My anxiety faded, and I lost myself in the movements. In no time at all I was lost in a world of dreams, the alcohol and soft bodies sending me into a state of relaxation I’d rarely known. When the music faded and our movements slowed, I found my hands clinging to Sylvia’s narrow waist, unwilling to let her delicious curves part from where they were pressed against me.

“That was… unexpected,” Sylvia said as she pulled back in my arms. Her dark eyes had lost their amusement and looked a little shocked.

“Sister?” Lilliana asked, her voice breaking the spell between me and the Madame.

Shaking her head, Sylvia drew out of the circle of my arms, her smile returning but looking secretive and more than pleased.

“Let’s head to bed, Lilly,” Sylvia said, reaching down and drawing her sister up from where she sat drinking with Esther. “We wouldn’t want to disturb John and Grace’s dance.”

Grace had stood smoothly and begun to step over to me, but she paused at Sylvia’s words and offered the woman a gracious nod. It wasn’t just Lilliana that Sylvia herded out of the room, but the girls as well. Esther she avoided giving any suggestions to, but I was amused to see Lilliana’s smoky looks as the woman tipped and tottered her way out of the room.

The girls were a giggling pile of limbs as they headed down the hall to the room they were sharing. Delilah was the louder by far, her ribald comments echoing back down the hall, but Jasmine surprised me with a few jests herself, the Latina teen having gotten quite loose with the alcohol.

“She’s an impressive woman,” Grace said, as I stepped forward and drew her close as the last voices faded behind closing doors. I couldn’t read the gorgeous woman’s expression as I held her close and looked into her eyes.

“She is,” I said, the alcohol buttressing my confidence, or blinding me to my own overconfidence, I couldn’t be sure. Grace smile though and rested her head on my chest, her arms pulling me tightly against her.

“What strange new horizons we find,” she whispered almost under her breath. “What friends might we meet? Our hearts be open; our love true; but only for those who see you as I do.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“An old poem Grandmother would read to me,” Grace said, and I nearly groaned in pleasure as she ground her hip into my stiffness, pressing it firmly against me. “I find myself thinking about her a lot these days… wondering what she would have thought of our little adventure… of the mountains.” She looked up, pale blue eyes holding mine, and smiled. “I already know what she’d think of you.”

“And what’s… hic… that?” I asked, starting to feel drowsy from the late hour and alcohol.

“‘If I’m to have a master, let him be master of all…’” She twisted one of the buttons of my shirt, gaining a familiar heat in her eyes as she ground her hip into me again.

“You’re ok with this?” I asked, my thoughts foggy from drink but drawing her face up so I could gaze into her eyes. “This isn’t the same thing you proposed weeks ago when you first arrived…”

“No,” she said. “But we’ve known for a while now things could never stay as they were… The question is what are you going to do, John?” Her pale blue eyes twinkled, and in my drunkenness, I couldn’t tell it if was playfulness, or something more dangerous I should tread lightly on.

“I’m going to make sure I don’t do anything to lose your love and trust,” I said, but Grace’s half smile told me I wasn’t getting off so easy, nor the pinch of her nails as they plucked at my shirt, warning me honesty was needed here.

“But,” I said, flicking my eyes to Esther who lounged in the corner watching us with hooded eyes and a half smile, then back down to Grace as I slowed our dance, “I promised Jasmine, her mother and aunt I would protect them. There ought to be a better way to keep their property and holdings safe from this Esposito, but I will do what I must.”

“You’re set on this path then?” Grace asked, her movements stilling and eyes gaining an edge I’d rarely seen in them. “That woman,” and there could be no doubt who she meant, “will not rest until she’s tripped you in her sheets and twisted you with her charms… I couldn’t fault any man for bending to a beauty like that but are you any man, John?”

“I’m just a man,” I said, “nothing more or less, and I can’t offer you more assurances than I have.”

“Do you think I need them?” Grace asked, one eyebrow raised, and I saw the amusement dancing behind her eyes. Once more her mind worked faster than mine and I was racing to catch up.

“No,” I said, drawing her close once more and sighing as I dipped her low, my lips close to hers as I continued, “but you want to hear them just the same.”

“I am a woman,” she said, a touch breathless, lips flashing into a grin as I kissed her quick and pulled her up to her feet.

“I’ve noticed,” I growled, pulling her off her feet and into my arms as I leaned back and walked forward, Grace’s kisses and laughter warming me inside.

Passing Esther’s chair, I reached a hand down, Grace and I turning with an inviting smile for the tall blonde, but the woman’s eyes were on the entryway and living room windows. Shaking her head, she kicked up and grabbed her rifle.

“What is it?” I asked as she stepped over to the living room, my happiness fading into unease. “Trouble?”

“Not tonight,” she said with a little shake of her head. “I don’t think… Couple of men lingering on the street outside overlong is all, probably nothing. You two go on,” she said with a wink. “Get what joy you can.”

“I can—” I began setting Grace down as a creak sounded from the back stairs and an accented voice cut me off.

“I’ll keep her company,” Lilliana said, pulling a silky white dressing gown around herself as she stepped into the kitchen, her face smooth and devoid of emotion. “An extra set of eyes never hurt.”

“That sounds perfect,” Grace said, gripping my hand tightly and pulling me over to the main staircase with a quick but graceful step. “See you both in the morning. First light we’ll start getting supplies, Esther.”

“Aye, ma’am,” Esther responded automatically, eyes thoughtful as she followed Lilliana into the dark living room.

“Are those—” Grace hushed me with a soft sound, dragging me the rest of the way up the stairs and back to her room.

“Just leave them be,” she said with a little wave as she swept into her room. “Well, what do you think?”

A lantern in the corner was lit, giving the room a buttery yellow glow, aided by my lingering intoxication. My drunkenness couldn’t hide the opulence I was looking at and I froze in the doorway, unsure how to proceed through the sea of white lace, red satin, and heaps of small pillows.

“Did a princess sick up in here?” I asked with a grin, only to have Grace turn and swat me playfully on the arm.

“Someone thought lace and silk make a lady,” the beautiful woman said as she drew me deeper into the room. “I never had much use for silks and lace, but it is pretty.”

“It’s nothing compared to you,” I said, gripping Grace’s wrist and pulling her into me.
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Our lips met in a moan of desire, and the familiar feeling of her body melting into mine set my heart racing once more. I swept the small pillows off the bed and lifted and lay the older woman on the bed, her sigh of pleasure spurring me on as I slowly peeled her dress and then small clothes off.

“Kiss me,” she whispered, and from the shy little glance I knew what she meant.

Grinning, I sat up and pulled the shirt over my head. I loved the little growl of pleasure Grace let out as she stared at my naked torso and the way she bit her bottom lip. Then I bent down, kissing her fiercely and pressing her thighs wide as I moved down her body to the treasure awaiting me.

“Yesss… Mhmmmm… Ohh!”

Trailing my tongue across her tight lips, I dipped it into her sex, tasting her sweetness and sliding my tongue up to the little pleasure button at the top. Grace’s thighs pressed against my head when I licked and kissed her sex, letting my tongue run around the firm little bud, slipping a finger up inside her and running the callus tip along the sensitive spot inside, loving her shudders of pleasure.

As her hips gyrated more and more, I felt her orgasm reaching a crescendo. Thighs clamped down on my head, holding me in place. I could hear the blood pounding in my eardrums before she relaxed, melting into the soft mattress.

“That was incredible,” she said, then she sat up. “No, let me take care of you. Lie back my handsome young hero.”

With graceful movements, she plucked my belt free and pressed me back onto the mattress. I watched her thick lips curl into a delighted smile as she pulled my manhood free, her slender little fingers dancing along my shaft. She gave a happy mewl of pleasure as she pressed thick lips to the underside, planting a soft kiss just underneath the head.

“God, you’re so good at that,” I whispered.

“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” she said with a sly smile before wrapping her thick lips around the head of my cock. The woman had taken to giving blow jobs like a fish to water, lavishing love upon my manhood and using every little trick she learned over the previous weeks.

The woman was sending me right up to the edge and then teasing me with gentle tongue and fingers, drawing my pleasure out for long minutes. Lacing my fingers behind my head, I relaxed in absolute heaven as I felt my balls churning. Grace could feel the tension and her movements quickened as she allowed my release to overcome me. Licking and lapping up my cum as it gushed forth, she swallowed every drop before I pulled her into my arms.

Kissing me, her massive breasts hung around the shaft of my cock, the massive orbs felt heavenly on my slick dick, causing it to harden again.

“Someone’s ready for round two,” she said, her gorgeous body pressed against mine.

“Always,” I said.

Reaching up Grace pressed her hands to either side of her massive breasts and I rocked my hips up-and-down slowly fucking her tits. Once I was fully stiff, I rolled her onto her back and she hooked her legs behind my back, heals digging into my thighs as she pulled me within her tight embrace. We made slow passionate love while surrounded by lace and soft sheets.

Grace’s cries of pleasure matched mine as we reached our peak of pleasure and I wondered for a moment who her screams were for, me or a certain Madame who lay nearby. After, we lay in bed long minutes holding, kissing, and touching one another as we slowly fell asleep.

The discomfort I felt about my surroundings was helped by having the comforting presence of someone I loved so dearly. When I finally drifted off my dreams were sweet and my sleep deep. I woke to the sound of songbirds outside the window as dawn’s light just edged over the eastern horizon.

The sound of joyous laughter and voices reached me from downstairs. I lay in bed for a few minutes enjoying the warm blankets and strange fixtures and ornamentation all around the room. Noticing a tall standing mirror in the corner that I had noticed the night before, I rose from the bed, peeking into the mirror’s reflection and pushing my long, disheveled golden hair out of my face.

“Morning John,” Delilah said as she came skipping into the room

“What are you two up to?” I asked as Jasmine stepped in behind her, closing the thick, carved wooden door.

“My mother and aunt have gone to the market,” Jasmine said, smooth cheeks coloring a pretty shade of pink, but brown eyes locked on mine as she fiddled with the button of her blouse.

“Oh, really?” I said, lips crooking into a sideways grin as I pulled Delilah into the circle of one arm.

“Momma says we have twenty minutes,” the bubbly blonde said before biting her pink lip. “Do you think that’ll be enough time?” As she spoke one hand trailed down my firm stomach, running lazy fingers along my rapidly hardening shaft.

In response, I pulled Delilah in close, arm around the small of her back as I lifted her up, kissing her soundly. My other hand took Jasmine’s slender fingers, drawing her in close as I turned to meet her wide mouth with a deep kiss.

“I’ve missed this,” the girl whispered into my lips, our foreheads resting against one another, then Delilah was there, her and Jasmine’s kiss just as passion filled as ours.

The sight of the teens kissing was so sexy, my cock grew hard as steel and the blonde broke off the kiss, grinning up at me as her little hand fisted me softly.

“Hurry up and marry us,” Delilah said, as she released my manhood and pressed herself against Jasmine, her hand running beneath the girls lose shirt. I watched, unable to look away as she cupped and caressed the tall teen’s large breast, little fingers pinching and tweaking the girl’s nipple. “Then you can have us whenever you want and to hell with what anyone says, eh?”

“You ladies are crazy,” I said, but there was amusement in my voice as I reached around both women’s waists and fell onto my back on the mattress.

The girls laughed as their skirts kicked up, but the laughs turned to twin sighs of pleasure as my hands filled with frilly lace and smooth teenage backsides. Soon I had the girls out of their nightclothes and naked upon the lacy sheets. I knelt above them for a long moment, unable to wipe the silly smile from my lips as I took in their perfect young bodies, highlighted by the first rays of dawn’s kiss.

“Are you just going to stare?” Jasmine asked, the fingers of one hand lacing with Delilah’s as they pressed their hips and shoulders together.

“For as long as he lets me,” Delilah said, with a crooked grin, her eyes traveling down the length of my torso and grinning wider as they took in my stiffness.

Bending low, I placed soft kisses on each girl’s flat abdomen, one arm on the outside of either’s hips as I kissed lower and lower. Planting one gentle kiss on each of their pussies, I made sure each girl had a tiny little orgasm as I ran my tongue inside to taste their tightness.

Then I could no longer contain my desire. Crawling up their bodies, the girls took my decision on who to fuck first out of my hands. They turned into one another, legs scissoring and interlocking around one another’s hips. The girls kissed and caressed one another’s breasts as they pulled me in close. Their pussies were lined up perfectly, blonde hairs mingling with black.

Kneeling, I pressed the fat head of my cock between their pressed pussies, struggling to keep it in place as it slid along their slippery lips.

“There… Mhmmm,” Jasmine moaned, and I was shocked when the girls pulled each other closer, their pussies pressing around my cock, cradling it between them.

“Fuck,” I groaned, one hand on Delilah’s hip and ass and the other on Jasmine’s as I gazed down at the incredible sight of the teens pressed together and making out.

The girls pulled me down, their arms slipping around my back as their grinning lips met mine. Both were so proud of their practiced position, allowing me to fuck both of their pussy lips at the same time. However, it wasn’t enough for me, and I reached down, cupping their asses and rolling them up slightly. In that position I could dip my cock into either girl’s pussy for a hard thrust or two, before popping back out between them.

The three of us were a sweaty pile of limbs as we made slow, wild love. The sun rose to kiss us with its warm rays as the city woke up, her noises meeting but not matching the girls’ cries of pleasure when I finally let them reach the crescendo.

An hour later I was seated at the dining room table eating a platter of eggs and bacon while the women discussed their plans for the day. Delilah and Jasmine shot one another conspiratorial glances as they played footsie beneath the table and Sylvia and Lilliana told of their observations that morning.

“The city is on a low simmer,” Sylvia said. “Some problem with taxing the wharf and goods going overland down south has the porters and merchants in an uproar. They’ve stopped funding the local constables and most of them don’t even show up for work.”

“It’s bad in the Houses,” Lilliana said, meaning the whorehouses, “A few have their own security but without the constables to lock a man up when he’s tied one on and gets it in his mind to beat a whore… They get kicked out and head to the next house down the street.”

“This is happening right out here?” Grace asked with a frown, motioning down the road outside to the couple brothels we’d passed when arriving.

“This isn’t the main district,” Sylvia said. “Over on the Sunset side, they’re having real problems.”

“We’ll just have to avoid them as much as possible,” I said, ignoring Delilah’s frown of disappointment. “We’re here to get things done, not sight see. Esther, you think you’ll be able to get all the supplies today?”

“Should be able to,” the tall blonde said, cleaning her teeth with a sliver of wood while she lounged in her chair. “Might take a day to have it all packed up proper like, but nothings too rare. Should be able to get it all down in the wharf.”

“Good,” I said nodding firmly. “Take Lilliana with you, for an extra set of eyes. Now, tell me about last night, what did you two see?”

“Nada,” Lilliana said, giving a small start at having responded to my question so adroitly, but she continued. “Men came to observe the house throughout the night, but we didn’t recognize any of them and none approached.”

“Keep your eyes peeled for them when you make your rounds today,” I said. “We caused a stir yesterday and if word gets out about the gold we carry, we could have trouble on our hands, especially if we can’t trust the local authorities. Anything else?”

“Should we hire guards to protect the house?” Sylvia asked with a raised eyebrow. “A few toughs positioned around the place would keep problems away.”

“And invite it into the house,” Grace said with a small shake of her head. “Unfortunately, we can’t trust anyone we hired any more than a stranger off the street. Not unless you know of men we can?”

The shorter brunette looked at Sylvia, but the Latina beauty shook her head, face troubled.

“Stay here with Delilah,” Grace said, rising smoothly to her feet. “Keep an eye on our trunks and entertain the girl. John and I shouldn’t take long at the bankers and Jasmine, you should come with us, you’ve a mind for figures and facts.”

I was interested to see both girls grinning with twin excitement and Sylvia’s frown of annoyance at being told what to do by Grace melted away as she met Delilah’s eyes, her frown shifting into a grin almost in spite of herself. The golden-haired teen’s delight was infectious, and I almost wished I was remaining back just to overhear what the pair spoke about.
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Fifteen minutes later Grace, Jasmine and I stepped onto the porch. The women looked lovely in their dresses, Jasmine wearing a yellow and cream-colored affair and Grace her customary black and blue. Neither carried a parasol as many of the women in town did, though many looked threadbare and ragged.

I wore my holster and heavy colt revolver. Not many men went about armed in the city, but enough did that I didn’t feel out of place. The three of us drew stares wherever we walked, and I had yet to grow accustomed to so many eyes upon me, but Grace and Jasmine handled the attention with aplomb.

After stopping at a shop to ask for directions, Grace led the way around the wharf and down into the tightly packed warren of downtown. The buildings grew in height, but still nothing was built of stone or brick. Small markets and businesses gave way to larger companies with two and even three-story buildings.

Grace finally stopped outside of a massive four-story building, the most stunning feature of which was a floor to ceiling, round stained-glass window on the top floor, depicting the bank’s symbol. The building’s front face had been painted white and black, giving it a refined feel that only increased when I stepped into the foyer and saw how fine the carpet and furniture was. There was a small desk sitting just inside the door with a slender young woman seated behind it.

When I stepped in the girl gave a frown and a heavy creak from a darkened corner alerted me to the massive guard almost completely hidden there. The man gave me a once over, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise when he lowered the shotgun back down alongside one leg.

“May I help you?” the young woman said, clearly thinking I didn’t belong here.

“Yes,” Grace said, slipping in behind me and offering the young woman a gracious smile. “I have an appointment with President Schwartz. If you could let him know Grace and the young man she spoke of are here.”

“Of course,” the girl said, hopping to her feet and offering Grace a deep curtsey. “Hiram wasn’t expecting you so soon. I’ll let him know you’ve arrived. If you would all like to wait in the sitting room over here, I’ll have the girl bring you tea.”

The secretary indicated a small room furnished with delicate pieces of furniture, the walls covered in floral paintings and lacy curtains. I sat down gingerly, wincing when the chair gave an ominous groan under my weight. But Jasmine and Grace were happy as could be when tea was served.

“Thank you, dear,” Grace said to the young black girl who brought a silver tray with a steaming pot and three cups. There was a small dish of dry cakes that she and Jasmine picked at with delicate fingers, commenting on its flavor and lack of sweetness while I stood and paced the edge of the room.

Glancing out the window, I saw a narrow alley alongside the building, the scent of offal and manure strong from the narrow space. Movement down alongside the building caught my eyes, and I spotted a narrow side door open, and a massive man slip out of it and hurry back down the alley, away from where I stood.

The man’s size and the way he moved put me in mind of someone else, but before I could comment heavy steps could be heard hurrying down the stairs as a huffing and puffing man bustled into the room.

“Grace Delacour! By my stars it is you!”

The portly man swept Grace up into a brief hug, releasing her quickly when I loomed near, and blinking up at me with a startled expression.

“This must be the young man you mentioned, yes?” He swallowed hard, and I caught some shifting emotion behind his eyes I didn’t trust. “My, you certainly are a large fellow, eh? Good, now that you’re here we can get everything all signed and proper like.” Turning back to Grace, he grinned, small teeth flashing briefly as he spoke. “You’ve brought the hold then? Yes? And the map?”

“Map?” I asked, finding myself losing trust in the skittish little man by the moment, but Grace looked upon him fondly.

“Hiram wanted to know the exact location of your mine,” Grace said, patting the man’s hand as she took her seat again. “I’m sorry, Hiram, but we’ll need to keep that information a secret for now. Unfortunately, things have gotten dangerous up in the mountains.”

“That’s unfortunate,” the man said, face falling for a moment before perking back up, “But not to worry. We will get you all set up and secure, then my men can help with the transport and deposit, and you won’t have to worry any more. Just let your old boss handle everything!”

“I knew I could trust you to set up the paperwork,” Grace said. “There are just a few last-minute details I’d like to go over and then we can sign.”

“Perfect!” Hiram said, taking a seat and waving for his assistant to set the packet of paperwork on a small table. “You’ll find everything in order, per your requests, with our bank acting as guarantor of your holdings.”

“What does that mean?” I asked as Grace began scanning the documents quickly, Jasmine rising to peer over her shoulder as she did.

“Common practice,” the portly man said, gesturing expansively. “Simply mitigating your own risk, should the mine prove less profitable than you believe, or should some tragedy befall a deposit.”

“Tragedy?” I asked, catching a tightness around the edges of the man’s eyes. “Like what?”

“Oh, you know how the trails are,” Hiram said, mopping his brow with a silk kerchief. “A flash flood could come through or bandits fall upon my porters. Don’t you worry though, our bank will guarantee every deposit! There will be no risk to you or Grace, should the worst happen. You’ll both be protected legally.”

“And the value, or lack of value in our holdings?” I asked. “They would revert to your bank?”

“Of course,” the man said, nodding and smiling easily. “You see it now. We’re taking on all the risk for you, seeing as Grace is such a dear friend.”

“John,” Grace asked, looking up from the paperwork. “Do you have an issue with this?”

“He certainly doesn’t!” the portly man said laughing. “Not unless he wants you and your sweet girl to be on the hook for millions should the bank go under! How is young Delilah, eh? Still a whirlwind of personality?”

“She is,” Grace said with a smile before turning a more serious expression on me. “John? It’s your gold and land, do you see an issue?”

I met the woman’s light blue eyes and looked up at Jasmine. The tall teen’s eyes narrowed as they took in the sweating banker, and I could see the mistrust I felt reflected there.

“I told you already,” I said, meeting Grace’s open expression, “it isn’t my gold, it’s ours, and I trust you to know what’s best. However,” I said, my tone hardening as I sensed the argument bubbling up in the banker, “I can abide no others assuming the risk of our decisions. If we rise, we rise together, and if we fall, we will accept the consequences together.”

“Preposterous!” Hiram said, his cheeks reddening, but Grace held up a calming hand.

“Peace, Hiram,” she said with a placating tone. “I know your fears and they’re well founded, but John is right. This is something we need to do on our own. Succeed or fail, at least we won’t be a burden to anyone else.”

“If this’s what you wish,” the fat man said, and though he smiled at Grace, I could see his mind working behind those dark eyes. “I will have the new paperwork drawn up and it can be ready to sign tomorrow morning.”

“That sounds perfect,” Grace said, rising smoothly. “I am sorry for the trouble, Hiram, but I appreciate your understanding in this matter.”

“Of course, my lady,” the man said, cheeks blushing as he bent over her hand. “I’ve arranged for porters to gather up the deposit this evening, but we’ll change it to tomorrow after the paperwork is signed. Is that plan acceptable?”

There was a tension in the man’s face, and I couldn’t decide if it was his proximity to the gorgeous Grace, and his obvious affection for her, or something else. These city folk confused me at every turn, from the people throwing pails of refuse out their windows onto the roads outside their doors, to the bums sleeping in puddles of their own filth in alleyways, it was a world I disliked but was fascinated by.

“That would be perfect,” Grace said. “it will be a relief for all of us not to have its weight upon our minds.”

I could see she and Jasmine believed the words, but gold had never mattered much to me. It was the women who were the real treasures in my eyes. The portly man turned obsequious as we left, shaking my hand with soft, damp hands that made me want to wipe my own clean after the weak grip.

Glancing up the narrow staircase, I caught sight of several offices down the short hall, the dim glow of lantern light reaching through. The scratch of quill and pen on paper could be heard, but of the other two floors I could only guess as to their uses.

What do these men and women do all day? I wondered to myself. How can they stand sitting couped up in darkness when the sun shone so beautifully outside?

I couldn’t get out of the building’s tight confines soon enough and when we finally stepped back out onto the busy morning street, I breathed deep of the fresh air.

“What was that in there?” Grace asked me as she slipped her arm into mine.

“How do you know that, man?” I asked, marking every set of eyes tracking our movements as Jasmine joined us and we began walking down the narrow street.

“Hiram?” Grace said, with a little frown. “I’ve known him since I was a girl. He was one of the investment bankers at Roth’s Lending. Why?”

“I don’t trust him,” I said. “I can’t say exactly why… but I’ve got a bad feeling.”

“I agree, Mistress,” Jasmine said from Grace’s other side where the tall teen walked with a straight back, her expression careful. “The man was hiding something. And his secretary seemed especially nervous when I peered into a back bedroom and saw a pair of muddy boots.”

“Hiram was always the sweetest man,” Grace said, but her frown deepened, and I was grateful to hear her next words. “I’m glad you spoke up then, John. We’ll just have to keep our eyes peeled for anything suspicious.”

“Should you let the man take your gold tomorrow?” Jasmine asked.

“Our gold dear,” Grace said with a firm nod, “and of course we will. Once the deposit slip is signed, its protection will be in the bank’s hands. As for future arrangements… perhaps you’re both right. I love Hiram but we can trust no man when that much gold is at stake.” Her beautiful face firmed into a determined expression. “I should have thought about that but thank heavens you were here to see for me. Let’s hurry back and make sure Delilah and Esther are safe.”
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Ishared Grace’s fear but didn’t let it distract me as we hurried back. Two streets over, I spotted the first tail. A well-dressed man in a two-piece suit with waxed mustaches and a pair of six-shooters slung low. I recognized the man as a killer straight away and was certain he’d wanted me to see him after three blocks.

It was easy to keep tabs on the man and his two scruffy companions because I towered over most, but when we drew near the house, the three men disappeared into the crowds and my anxiety spiked until I spotted a pretty young blonde bouncing around in the living room.

We found Sylvia teaching a giggling Delilah the Bolero. The girl tried dragging me onto the living room floor until she and the Madame saw our expressions.

“What is it?” Sylvia asked.

“We’ve got trouble,” I said, and once we were all settled down in the kitchen and I’d peeked out and closed all the curtains, I told Sylvia and Delilah what I’d seen and suspected.

“You think they’re fixing to steal the gold?” Sylvia said. “Then why haven’t they done it already?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but we can’t trust anyone.”

“I still trust Hiram,” Grace said with a frown. “But John’s right, there was something suspicious going on. If I had to guess why, I’d say he wanted us to sign the bank’s charter and title before they did anything.”

“I have a few contacts in the city,” Sylvia said. “They’re in the less… reputable part of town but I could head over there and see what I can find out. If this man is a wealthy banker hiring rough men, I’m sure the girls and boys will have heard something.”

“That will work,” I said nodding. “Any information we can find will be valuable, but you can’t go alone.”

“I’d hoped you would come with me,” the black-haired Madame said, her smile turning sly, “to make sure nothing… untoward happened.”

“Another good idea,” Grace said, surprising me as she went on, “but bring Delilah as well. The girls an excellent shot and a second set of eyes won’t go amiss. Jasmine and I will be having high tea this afternoon so that should work out perfectly.”

The brunette’s eyes were unreadable as they held mine, but I wasn’t given a chance to probe further for at that moment Esther and Lilliana came laughing up the front porch. Esther was laughing hard, clearly at something the shorter woman had said, and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye as she stepped into the kitchen.

“What’s going on here?” she asked, and I caught Lilliana's blush when her sister raised an eyebrow at her.

As we explained what we’d seen and our plans for the evening, Esther grew grim.

“I should go with you two,” she said.

“You need to stay here,” I said, rising to my feet. “I won’t feel ok unless I know you’re here protecting Grace, Jasmine and Lilliana.”

The tall blonde’s cheeks turned the faintest shade of pink and she nodded quickly. She didn’t look over at the shorter Latina, but I could tell she didn’t want to leave the woman’s side.

“Let’s get ready,” I said. “I’d like to have this done and be back by nightfall.”

“Yes sir,” Sylvia said, a hint of teasing in her tone.

Delilah bounced up excitedly and hurried up the stairs after me. Not knowing what to expect or where we were headed, I pulled on my long coat once in my small room and slung my second pistol on my other hip. I debated bringing my rifle but figured in the narrow confines of buildings and alleyways, the long weapon would get in the way more than anything.

I got downstairs a minute later but was forced to wait for nearly twenty minutes as Delilah and Sylvia changed. The tall Latina teen joined the blonde in her room, their laughter and voices reaching me, but it was the Madame, when she finally walked down the steps who made me swallow hard and force myself to look away or keep staring at her like a looky-loo.

Sylvia was dressed in black as usual, but her typical dress was gone, replaced with silk and satin. The material looked like it had come from Europe, the cut and stitching were so fine. It was the bodice I couldn’t look away from. The sweeping neckline plunged between her mammoth breasts, showing the inner curves and the dark shade where they just met. With every step they swayed side to side in such a delicious manner that my cock was hardening before she made it three steps into the living room.

“Well…?” the woman asked, holding her arms out to the side and raising an eyebrow at me.

“You look…” Grace had just stepped into the opening to the kitchen, eyes widening when she took in Sylvia.

“Incredible,” I said, wincing slightly when Grace’s pale blue eyes focused on me, but instead of hurt, I saw agreement in them.

“He’s right, Sylvia,” Grace said, stepping up to the woman and fingering her silky black skirts. “This is a gorgeous dress. Where did you get it? How did you ever keep it from wrinkling?”

The Madame lost some of her ever present cool, grinning like a girl at Grace as she spun, the skirt swirling away from her hips as she did.

“Isn’t it lovely? Lilly sent for it from a designer in Holland, over in Europe.” She grinned at Grace, the pair of them looking almost like friends. “I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to wear it for years.”

“We’ll have to find more opportunities,” I said, unable to hide my own regard for the woman in her phenomenal dress.

“Indeed,” Grace said, taking my hand and drawing me aside as Lilliana and Esther stepped into the living room. The slender Latina exclaimed over her sister and even Esther complimented it.

“I wanted to speak with you for a moment before you leave,” Grace said, gripping my hand in both of hers, face serious.

“Ok,” I said, growing nervous, “what is it?”

“First,” she said, face deadly serious, “don’t do anything brave or foolish and get yourself hurt or killed. If anything happens, you grab the girls and come straight back, you hear? No amount of gold is worth you losing your life.”

“Aye,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll avoid fighting unless I must.”

“Good,” she said, tone mollifying as she reached up and straightened my coat and shirt. “The other thing I wanted to say…” Her eyes cut over to Sylvia who was trying not to stare at Grace and me as she spoke with her sister. “I know the kinds of places a woman like that… a woman like Sylvia, will go to find out information.”

“Grace,” I said, thinking I saw where she was headed. “I promised never to sleep with prostitutes, and I meant—”

“That’s not what I mean,” the brunette said with a placating smile as she patted my hand. “I know you’d never pay a sex worker but I’m not ignorant of what will happen should you, Delilah, and she… What I wanted to say,” she began again, eyes meeting mine and softening with love, “is I love you and I know, no matter what, you love us. I’ve seen how she looks at you… and were it all about lust and gold, I’d hate it if you ever touched her but… I can’t deny what you’ve done to all of us, nor could I be selfish.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, confused by her quicksilver mind.

“I just wanted to say,” she said, drawing me down into a quick kiss before whispering in my ears, “is make sure you give her the time of her life, as you gave each of us!”

The woman released me quickly, and I saw her cheeks were scarlet as she stepped over to Sylvia and folded the surprised woman into a warm embrace. I saw the Madame’s eyes cut over to me and shift from surprise to excitement, and finally to a smokey seductive gaze that sent a shiver down my spine when Grace pulled away, the pair of them wearing nearly identical grins as they looked over at me.

My heart was hammering in my chest, but at that moment Delilah’s heels clicked on the stairs and the girls swept into the room. If Sylvia’s gorgeous European dress impressed me, the tiny, lacy get-up Delilah wore absolutely shocked me.

“Well,” the blonde said, doing a little spin for our benefit, “what do you think?”

The teen was wearing a black and red dress that looked like it had been designed by a horny teenage boy. There were similarities to Sylvia’s dress, but only in the flair of her skirts and the depth of her plunging neckline. There the two diverged. Where Sylvia’s was closer to a gown, fit for a cocktail party or a ball, Delilah’s was designed for a different audience.

“Where did you ever get that dress?” Esther asked after coughing a laugh. “I think your bosom might fall out, girl!”

“I made it myself,” Delilah said, head held high as she ran her hands down the sides of the tight dress.

“You did a phenomenal job, girl,” Sylvia said, stepping over and taking in the red ruffles and lace running down the sides and pleated skirts, “and you’ve the figure to pull it off, a rarity.”

I finally let my eyes take in Delilah's delightful curves and couldn’t help but agree with the older Madame. I could see Grace nod as well, though the woman didn’t entirely like her daughter showing so much skin.

“Should we head out?” I asked, wondering how I was going to escort two such gorgeous women across a city full without causing a riot.

“Let me get you all cloaks,” Jasmine said. “I found some in the closet earlier.”

The girl ran down the hallways as I moved over to Esther.

“Are all the supplies here?” I asked the tall blonde. “We’ll want to move on as fast as we can.”

“Most are sitting in a warehouse down in the wharf,” Esther said with a frown. “I rented the space figuring we didn’t want to haul it all up here then back down when we leave.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Maybe we should move the luggage down as well, in case we have to leave in a hurry.”

“I can do it this afternoon,” Esther said with a nod, “when Grace and Jasmine are having high tea.”

“Perfect,” I said with a nod.

Jasmine returned with two long black cloaks with deep hoods. Delilah and Sylvia pulled them on and grinned at one another, twins except for their different skin tones, hair color and features.

“Be safe,” Grace said as she walked us to the door.

“And hurry back,” Jasmine said, folding Delilah in a quick embrace and flashing me a shy smile.

“We will,” I said. “You ladies stay safe here and don’t let anyone in.”

“We’ll be fine,” Grace said, patting me on the back as I stepped out.
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Sylvia led the way out into the crowded streets. I misliked the feeling I got as we walked through town. People seemed on edge, and again I noticed how few constables there were on the streets. We made our way around the back end of the wharf once more, but the Madame angled us up, away from the bay before we reached downtown, and I sensed the atmosphere change.

“Are we going to a whorehouse?” Delilah asked excitedly.

“No, dear,” Sylvia said, offering me a reassuring smile over the blonde curly locks. “Nothing so rough and crass as that. But we will be entering a burlesque establishment, and they can get rowdy from time to time, so best mind yourself.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Delilah said, bouncing on her toes in excitement as she walked. “What’s burlesque?”

I was wondering the same thing, but Sylvia didn’t answer, just shot the teen a wink and pulled her down a narrow street. Women were hanging out of windows and leaning on porch railings. Their nearly see-through white gowns looked stained and used and none of the women could hold a candle to Delilah or Sylvia in looks or charm, but the young blonde was fascinated by them. She gazed around in awe and delight like another girl might when walking through a princess’s bedchambers.

“Here we are,” Sylvia said, turning us into a small, dimly lit establishment.

We stepped off the street just in time, for more than a few men had noticed the two women with me. Even covered head to foot in long black cloaks as they were, it was impossible to hide their slender waists, nor the heavy sway of Sylvia’s breasts or the perfect bounce of Delilah’s firm ass.

Opening the swinging door for the two women, I swept a hard stare around the street, meeting more than one set of eyes and letting my size and glare warn them off. None followed us into the dingy interior, and I suspected it wasn’t just because of my threat.

The place looked even more rundown than the rest of the street, with half a dozen cracked and scratched tables making up the floor, each surrounded by crooked or broken chairs. It looked as though more than a few bar brawls had erupted in the establishment and from the steel cage surrounding the bottles of alcohol, they were ready for more at any moment.

There was a “T” shaped stage extending halfway into the floor, the tables situated around it and filled with a dozen rough-looking men and one haggard looking woman who stood when we entered and waved us in.

“Welcome to the Thistle’s Tickle, loves. Have a seat and I’ll bring you a pitcher.” She waved over to a corner table and made her way behind the bar.

“Let’s take a seat,” Sylvia said, her eyes filled with satisfaction as she watched the men turn and stare at her and Delilah.

The women both swung their cloaks off their shoulders and a collective sigh went up from those watching. When I swept my gaze over them, heads shifted and eyes averted, conversations picking back up. As we took our seats at a small table in the darkened corner, the woman who greeted us approached with a pitcher of beer and three empty mugs.

“Can’t say we get many customers like yourselves in the Tickle,” the woman said with an easy grin, her eyes dancing along Delilah’s golden hair. “Why child, you’re just the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Delilah said with a pleased smile as she poured herself and me two mugs of beer.

“Tell me,” Sylvia said, setting a thick silver dollar on the table, eyes sparkling up at the waitress. “Is Esmerelda working tonight? I’d like to… speak with my old friend.”

“Oh,” the waitress said, standing up straight, eyes widening slightly as she met Sylvia’s. “Aye, ma’am. I’ll go fetch her right away.”

“Good girl,” the gorgeous Madame said, “and don’t stop the show on our account. The boys need their entertainment after all.”

“Of course, ma’am,” the waitress said, bobbing a shallow curtsey before darting behind the bar and disappearing into the back.

“They put on a show?” Delilah asked as she lifted her mug in two hands and sampled the drink. Her eyes brightened at the taste, and she flashed me a quick grin, upper lip covered in foam.

“You’re going to love it,” she said to Delilah, then patting my thigh under the table she let the hand rest there. “I suspect both of you will.”

“Are you excited, John?” the bubbly blonde asked, leaning forward and giving me a perfect view of her large firm breasts as they hung down in her dress.

“We should find out what we came to learn,” I said, “and get back as soon as possible.”

“Relax,” Sylvia said, “or you’ll draw too much attention to us. Esmerelda knows her business. She’ll come speak to us when the others are too deep in their cups to notice. Ahh, looks like the first girl is coming out.”

Piano music started up, the tinkling keys accompanied by the sounds of a sweet woman’s voice. The music stuck me as odd, for it was sweet and soft, juxtaposed against the rough backdrop of the bar and customers. I didn’t know what to make of it. When the singer stepped out from behind the curtains in nothing but a corset and leggings, I nearly tipped out of my chair in shock.

“Wooo!!!!”

“YEEEAAAHHH!”

Cat calls, shouts, and whistles erupted from the men now crowding close to the stage. The woman continued her sweet song, now completely at odds with the ribald shouts coming from the crowd. The woman took the shouts and calls in stride, grinning as she wiggled her shoulders, the large soft breasts shaking side to side and causing the men to go even crazier.

“Oh, my god!” Delilah said in excitement. “This is what you told me about yesterday!”

The teen turned and grabbed Sylvia’s arm, bouncing in her chair in excitement but unable to tear her eyes away from the woman dancing awkwardly on stage. I couldn’t see what the girl saw to be so excited about, nor the men for that matter. The woman on stage had thin dark hair and a soft waistline. Her breasts were large but that was her most winning feature, them and her voice.

As the song continued, I watched Sylvia watching Delilah. The older woman smiled with fondness and more than a little curiosity. Delilah tapped her feet in sync with the beat and watched with breathless anticipation everything the dancer did. As I watched her the teen’s large nipples hardened against the front of her dress, and she gripped my thigh in a viselike grip.

“Promise me you’ll let me dance for you,” she said, her eyes still locked on the woman as she stared in fascination. “Just one, John… promise me.”

“You can dance all you like, darlin’,” I said with a laugh. “I won’t try to stop you.”

I caught Sylvia looking behind the bar as a tall blonde woman peered out of the narrow opening. The woman glanced around the room and grimaced, shaking her head.

“We need a distraction,” Sylvia said, “something to draw every eye up front so I can speak with Esmerelda without anyone noticing.”

“I have an idea,” I said. Turning a raised eyebrow on Delilah I sized the girl up, calculating how brave she really was.

“Please, tell me it’s the same thing I’m thinking of!” the teen said, eyes wide with hope.

“You can’t mean,” Sylvia said, but her lips were curling into an eager smile. “Oh you do, you wicked, wicked man. I love the way you think.” Patting my thigh, she stood and waved the waitress over and spoke with her quickly. The woman’s eyes widened, and she glanced from Delilah to me and back before nodding and smiling eagerly.

“I hope you brought your dancing shoes, girl,” Sylvia said as she took her seat again, “because you go up next.”

“Oh. My. God!” Delilah squealed softly, her little hands gripping my arm so tightly I thought she might bruise it. “This is like a dream I never knew I had, and its coming true!”

She pressed a quick kiss to my cheek before bouncing to her feet and following the woman through the narrow door behind the stage. She threw Sylvia and I excited waves before ducking behind the door and I felt my anxiety spike when she stepped out of sight.

“She’ll be fine,” Sylvia purred into my ear as the woman pressed herself to my side. “That is the only door in or out… Just relax, John. You’re always so tense.”

“I’m wary,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

“Si,” Sylvia said, her hand resting on my thigh once more as I couldn’t help but notice her massive breast squeezed against my upper arm. “You don’t trust easy… that’s something I can respect. But I wouldn’t let anything happen to young Delilah. She’s a sweet child.”

“No,” I said with a slight shake of my head, “she only seems sweet until you get to know her.” The woman on stage was finishing her dance, coins raining down around her as she bent low to pick them up, giving her soft breasts a shake for each man that threw her a penny. “She is young and naïve at times, but she’s got more of her mother in her than you’d guess. She might surprise you.”

“I’m sure,” Sylvia said, her dark eyes gazing up at my face as her hand slipped to the inside of my thigh. “The girl and her mother are treasures, I’m sure… but I thought we could speak of what true delight is… Tell me John, have you dreamed of truly wicked things?” The gorgeous woman ran a long nail down the front of my shirt, letting the digit slip between two buttons and caress the skin of my chest. “Because if you were mine, I’d make sure you experienced everything you could ever desire… What’s this?”

A deep, throbbing drum had begun from behind stage. The piano music cut off and the strange beat grew louder. The men quieted as the beat increased its rhythm, their faces mirroring Sylvia’s confusion. I took it the drumbeat wasn’t common in the Burlesque club, but Delilah often hummed a similar beat when she was working with the animals, so I recognized it straight away. The beat cut off for a second before picking back up a little slowly and out of beat for a few seconds, then the new player eased into the sound.

As the drumming increased, the sound deepening the thick curtains billowed as someone pushed their way out of them. Delilah stepped free of the cloth and blinked at the bright lights shining in her face. The men all drew in sharp breaths, their faces shocked to see such a gorgeous young woman on the stage.

“Gentlemen,” called the waitress from behind the bar, “give a round of applause to young Delicious D! Now keep your hands to yourself and stay on your best behavior or that handsome giant of a man in the corner who escorted our young dancer in, will have to put you in your place.”

A few men glanced back at me, eyeing up my wide shoulders and calloused hands before nodding sourly. The rest were unable to pull their eyes away from Delilah, who grinned excitedly, looking around at all the eyes drinking in her young curves. I could see her excitement building as the first cat calls rose, and the music entered into a faster rhythm, her hips swaying as she ran pale hands down her sides.

“She’s a beauty but I don’t know if she can hold a crowd’s attention,” Sylvia said, with a slight shake of her head, then the woman gasped, eyes widening, and I turned to look at the stage.
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Every man in the place mirrored the woman’s reaction as Delilah snapped her head forward, bright eyes wide, lips curling into a mischievously flirty smile. The girl slid her hands, no longer nervous, up her sides, hips popping side to side in time with the drum’s beat. Her back arched and breasts thrust forward as she bit her bottom lip, hands cupping and caressing her firm round breasts as she squeezed her knees together and twisted.

“Oh my,” Sylvia said, lifting the hand on my thigh and resting the fingers on her lips as she stared at Delilah, having forgotten me almost entirely as the girl’s seductive moves entranced her.

Sylvia and the men crowding the stage weren’t the only ones spellbound by Delilah. I too found myself carried away into fantasy and desire by the blonde girls swaying, smiles, and flirtatious winks. The girl moved with each beat of the drum, her hips popping side to side and making her skirt flare, letting the men see through the thin material to her slender legs beneath. When they did, loud catcalls and whoops of joy rose, causing Delilah to grin all the harder, dancing faster and faster.

The girl’s dance was a seduction the likes of which I’d never seen, a magic that trapped every gaze in the place and held it upon her. I barely registered when Sylvia pressed tightly to my side, her long fingers slipping between my legs and running along the length of my hardness within the pants.

Her gaze flicked up to me, breathing ragged, and I saw how profoundly Delilah's dance had affected the woman. Her eyes had lost their customary aloofness and were filled with raw emotion. The need in her eyes matched my own, and I was two seconds from throwing her down on the table right there and ravaging her gorgeous body and to hell with whoever watched. A sound from behind us shattered the moment, and we both turned to find the tall woman from earlier pulling a chair up behind Sylvia.

“You wished to speak, Mistress?” the woman asked, glancing side to side to make sure no one was looking.

“Yes,” Sylvia said, and I saw her take a firm hold on her emotions before speaking. “We wish to know about a certain banker and if he has any nefarious plans in the works.”

“There are a lot of bankers in the city,” the woman said circumspectly. “Hard to say.”

“The man’s name is Hiram,” Sylvia said, a bit of gold flashing in her hand and disappearing into the tall woman’s. “This is vital, Esmerelda, lives could be on the line.”

“I know of your banker,” the woman said, with a sour grimace and a shake of her head when the men cheered at something Delilah had done. “The man’s at the heart of whatever is wrong with the city. Constables walking off the job and the Hadring Gang ruling the streets… Those men have more gold in their pockets than they’ve a right to and it all smells bad.”

“What are they planning?”

“I don’t know what that banker and his friends have planned, but word on the street is to steer clear of the financial district. Heard they plan to steal a pile of gold and carry it across town to Hiram’s. Other gangs have been weighing whether to jump them or not, but Hadring’s a cold-hearted killer and his men are fearsome.”

“This robbery,” I said, finding it hard to speak through a suddenly constricted throat, “where is it taking place?”

“Some British lords house,” the woman said, face guarded as she looked at me. “It’s been empty for weeks, hey!”

I stood abruptly but not faster than Sylvia, who’d stood so quickly she spilled her beer across the floor, getting the other woman’s feet wet.

“Delilah, we have to go!” Sylvia said, pushing her way through the shouting men. The blonde girl glanced over, face bright with excitement when she saw us approaching, but falling when she saw our expressions.

“What is it?” the beautiful girl asked.

“Hey!” shouted a man near me. “You can’t carry our girl off!”

A rough hand reached for Delilah, intent on snatching her away from Sylvia and I but the girl was faster than any of us. Hip popping to one side, she drew a tiny dagger faster than thought and slashed the back of the hand that reached for her, opening a wide gash that revealed bone. Shouts erupted, and the man screamed in pain, reeling back, but Delilah only grinned all the brighter, laughing as the rest of the crowd pulled back, most of them men looking downright in awe of the gorgeous and dangerous teen.

“You can look all you want,” she said with a delighted laugh as she leapt into my arms, “but only John here gets to touch.” I turned and strode out of the place, Sylvia right on my hip as I feared the worst but instead of a riot, Delilah’s words drew laughter and even more when she raised a hand and wiggled her fingers behind my back at them. “Toodaloo boys!”

“Three cheers to Delicious D!” shouted one man soon joined by the others, their voices carrying after us as I set Delilah down and hauled her after me down the street.

“Hurray! Hip, hip Hooray!”

“Jesus girl,” Sylvia said with a shake of her head at Delilah, “you’re a goddamn natural up there.”

“That was amazing!” Delilah shouted with glee as she hurried at my side, then she noticed my expression and her grin disappeared. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Your mom and the girls are in danger,” I said, straining to keep my emotions in check.

Sylvia spoke quickly as we jogged through narrow streets around the wharf. The women couldn’t move fast in their skirts and shoes, and I had to force myself not to pick both up and run, knowing I would look like a crazy person and draw more attention than we wanted.

I couldn’t help but notice the problems in the city once again as we crossed it. Constables were non-existent and in many places I saw toughs shaking down store owners or finely dressed citizens. There was an energy that hadn’t been there only a day before, a fever to the atmosphere that I didn’t like. It reminded me of greed and desperation, smacking of the worst in humanity.

We arrived on our street, and I couldn’t help myself from racing ahead, Sylvia and Delilah picking up their skirts and running after me. I arrived at the house and saw the broken in front door; the frame splintered from what looked like heavy blows.

“Grace! Jasmine!” I shouted, tearing into the house, but a raw sound was ripped from my throat when I spotted a bloody handprint on a wall.

“Lilly! Jaz!” Sylvia screamed as she ran through the house behind me, her voice raw with emotion.

“John! Come here!” Delilah’s cry came from the back of the house, and I barreled to her, bouncing off the walls in my rush and freezing when I saw a still pool of blood.

I feared the worst until I stepped around the door frame and saw Esther’s still form, a dark smear of blood coating the side of her head. Delilah knelt in the blood, face white with fear, but I saw the woman’s chest rising and falling, shallowly.

“She’s so cold,” Delilah said, and I could see some terrible emotion in her eyes but couldn’t take the time to help her just then.

“Delilah,” I said, and the girl broke from her shock and turned to me with an intense expression, “go get something to soak up the blood and get Sylvia to stop her screaming or we’ll pull more of that gang down around our heads.”

“Right,” the girl said, resolve filling her expression as she stood, and I began checking Esther’s wound. “If they’ve taken Momma and Jasmine...”

Delilah never finished the thought, but the hardness of her voice shocked me. Esther had taken a heavy blow to the side of her skull, but the bone wasn’t cracked as far as I could tell, but there was a massive lump forming just behind her ear. The skin had parted in a ragged line that would need a few stitches.

Wishing Grace was there, I breathed a sigh of relief when Esther gave a groan of pain and tried to pull out of my hands.

“Rest easy,” I said, “you took a blow to the head.”

“Nnnghh,” Esther groaned, wincing when she tried to open her eyes. “John… Grace and the girls… someone took them… tried to fight, but too big.”

“Rest,” I said, forcing her into a seated position against the wall when she tried to stand. Holding two fingers up before her face as Grace had done to me when I’d been smacked in the head, I asked the beautiful blonde, “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Four?” Esther asked with a frown of pain, squinting as though the dim light was too bright for her.

“They’re gone!” Sylvia said, stepping into the hall, eyes a little wild. “John, what are we going to do?! They’ve stolen my girl!”

“We’re going to kill them all,” Delilah’s voice was hard as steel as she stepped into the room with Esther’s rifle hanging from one hand and her own in the other, “and take Momma, Jaz and your sister back.”

“What?” Sylvia said, the woman looking at the once bubbly blonde as if seeing the girl for the first time. “You and what army?! Don’t be foolish girl!”

“This is my army,” Delilah said, motioning to me with her chin. “Esther, how are you doing?”

“Feeling pretty stupid,” the tall woman said with a grimace, “and like my head is going to split open any moment.”

“You won’t be any use in a fight,” I said, as Esther climbed on shaky legs to her feet. The blonde woman paused, face turning green as she was almost sick on the hallway floor. “Sylvia, can you get her someplace safe?”

“What are you two going to do?” the Madame asked, shooting a look between Delilah’s grim face and mine. “You can’t think of going against them alone, there must be dozens!”

“Where did they take them?” Delilah asked the woman, ignoring Sylvia’s exasperated hiss as she helped Esther up.

“Girl, you’re brave but let’s—” The Madame cut off when Delilah slammed the butt of one of her rifles on the ground so hard it sounded like she’d discharged the weapon and Esther groaned, swaying woozily.

“They took my momma.” Delilah’s voice was colder than anything I’d ever heard from the girl and her eyes were flinty as she regarded Sylvia. “They took my best friend and sister. I like you, Miss Sylvia, but if you don’t tell me where the FUCK they took them…”

The threat, coming from the sweet young blonde shocked me and Esther who both stared at the teen with new eyes. The most interesting change came over Sylvia, whose expression cleared of fear and worry as she peered into Delilah’s eyes, her own filling with respect as her lips quirked into a proud smile.

“Esmerelda said Hiram is paying the gang and is behind all this,” she said, “but I don’t know if that’s where they are.”

Delilah turned to me, mouth pressed to a firm line and eyes filled with firm resolve. I saw once more the fierce woman who’d been ready to fight bandits and wolves without hesitation, knowing full well the danger she faced.

“You two get someplace safe,” I said to Sylvia and Esther.
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The Latina and the tall blonde both protested, Esther wanting to come, Sylvia saying we needed to stay and plan, but I ignored them both as I ran up to my room and grabbed my rifle and a couple boxes of ammo. I joined Delilah in the foyer, and we were out of the house and running down the street while Sylvia was still helping a hobbling Esther down the hall.

As I ran, I cursed myself for a fool. I’d been so worried about the women’s safety I’d failed to account for the gold and the madness it puts into some men. My long legs carried me down streets as I ran faster than I ever had in my life. Delilah shockingly kept up, her skirts held in one hand and the shocked stares of city folk following us as we ran down narrow streets armed for war.

Thankfully, my mind for directions is near perfect, even in the tight warren of city streets, and a couple minutes later I was slowing down as we neared the financial district. The streets were cleared of folk, it being late in the day, but I caught sight of a large bonfire up ahead and knew it must be waiting for us.

“You need to stay back,” I said, stopping and turning to push Delilah back against the wall of a building before turning the last corner. “Whatever is waiting for us, I can’t guard you as well as my back.”

“You need me,” Delilah said, face growing stubborn, “and you haven’t put a ring on my finger yet, so you don’t get to tell me what to do.”

“I don’t imagine I’ll be able to once I do,” I said, peeking around the corner and seeing seven men milling around in the street outside of the bank.

“You’ve got five minutes,” Delilah said, resting her back against the building and checking that her rifle was fully loaded, “then I’m coming in and killing anything, not you, with a cock.”

I turned to the girl, thinking she must be joking, but the smile dried up on my lips when I saw how serious she was. Memories of her fierceness in the mountains surfaced, and I gave her a firm nod then stepped around the corner, anger and fear both trying to strip away my calm. Emotion gets men killed in fights and I struggled to push mine down as a few of the men turned to me, half raising their weapons.

“Streets closed,” called one, “by order of the mayor. Stop right there!”

I held up a placating hand, letting an easy smile come onto my face.

“Just lookin’ for a good fuck man,” I said in a slur, letting my legs weave slightly as I stumbled forward a few more feet. “Where dem whores at?”

“Get this drunk out of here, Benny,” said a man on the other side of the bonfire. “Boss should be down any minute.”

“You heard him,” the armed man said with an annoyed grimace, “get along with you—nGK!”

One man turned curiously at the wet gurgle escaping the speaker’s throat from the dagger I’d buried within it, but as his jaw dropped open to scream, his head snapped back, the back turning to red mist, as a rifle shot sounded from behind.

My sudden attack was a surprise. Delilah’s shot warned the rest of the men of an attack, but I was already moving. Sweeping the blade out of the first man’s neck, I turned my head to avoid the thick red spray of arterial blood. I flung the small knife at the third man and couldn’t help the satisfaction when the weapon suddenly sprouted from his chest.

The man screamed in shock and pain, but I was already past him, clearing the bonfire with a great leap as I drew a pistol with the hand that hadn’t thrown the knife. Three round, shocked faces raise up to stare in horror as I fell amidst them, landing too close for their rifles to be of use.

My finger pulled the trigger, the big colt bucking twice in my grip and one of the men bending over, the two bullets in his guts. Another man was swinging the buttstock of his rifle for my face, his scream of rage cutting at my ears, and I smashed a big hand into the weapon, forcing the barrel into his face and pushing back into the building.

One massive hand wrapped around the man’s neck as I smashed the back of his head into the brick walls again and again. There were shouts from inside as the last two pushed their way in, fighting past a man who stepped onto the porch with a shotgun, his smile triumphant as he trained the double barrels on me.

The moment his finger touched the trigger I knew I was dead but instead of huddling down like a frightened lamb and waiting to be slaughtered something snapped within me. I didn’t recognize the keening wail that escaped my throat, but the fear and shock in the shooter’s eyes was plain as I launched myself straight at him.

The shotgun went off practically in my face, but it wasn’t slugs that tore through or past me, but buckshot. The hot pellets peppered my shoulder and left arm as I crashed into the man, smashing him between me and the doorjamb.

I left the shotgun wielder broken and bleeding, his head twisted at an odd angle as the pain and rage woke a beast within me. Bellowing wordlessly, I pushed my way into the tall building, throwing a chair at the legs of a man racing up the narrow stairs. The piece of furniture tripped him up, giving me enough time to pounce and smash his teeth into the steps, leaving behind a wet ruin of his face as I pounded up to the next floor.

“GRACE!!!” I screamed. “JASMINE!!!”

Catching movement in one of the offices, I rushed in to find two terrified men cowering behind a desk.

“Where are they!?” I screamed in the coward’s faces, and they cried, hugging one another and cowering even lower.

“Top floor!” cried one of the clerks, holding up empty hands to ward me off, though I hadn’t. “Big guy dragged them to the top floor!”

I was moving before he’d finished speaking, both pistols out, hammers cocked as I pounded up the next set of stairs. A rifle fired before I’d cleared the top, followed by a curse for the overeager man.

I didn’t bother aiming when I took the next step and just began firing. Pulling the triggers of my pistols as fast as I could as muzzle flash erupted practically right in front of me. Hot lead tore a furrow across the back of one arm and another struck my hip, almost kicking the leg out from under me.

Momentum carried me over the top step and a small man rose before me, but I smashed the barrel of my pistol into his face and pulled the trigger, watching in satisfaction as his cheek and jaw dematerialized in an explosion of blood and bone that coated the wall behind him. A heavy man was swinging a rifle around, but I lurched into him, trapping the weapon between us as I smashed my forehead into his face, feeling satisfaction as his nose crumpled and teeth twisted before the sharp attack.

“Grace!” I screamed as I stepped down the short hallway and began climbing the last set of steps, a trail of broken and bleeding men behind me. “Jasmine!”

I staggered up the last steps, my arm and hip aching something fierce. There was a sharp pain in my thigh and when I looked down, I saw a slender blade sticking out of the muscle. Growling in frustration, I yanked the weapon free and dropped it aside. The steel clattered on the wood as I walked forward.

The hallways on the fourth floor were small, with a little office tucked on one side and the rest of the floor dominated by Hiram’s large office. Peering around the door warily, I spotted Grace and Jasmine seated on a couch, their hands tied together and gags in their mouths, but other than that both looked unharmed.

Lilliana lay on the ground, one side of her face purpling form a heavy blow, the flesh already swollen but I locked my eyes on Grace and Jasmine’s. The women seemed to be trying to tell me something, motioning with their chins at me.

“Let’s get out of here—” I started to say as I stepped into the large office only to be cut off as the door smashed into me, throwing me into the door frame, followed right after by a heavy kick to the wood that forced the air from my lungs and bounced my head off the wood.

“Not the vase!” cried Hiram’s familiar voice.

A half second later pottery bounced off my head, shards cutting into my neck and chest as it shattered on the wall. I was already moving when the vase hit me and avoided the bark of a shotgun that blew a hole through the door and wall where I’d been standing a second before.

My dive into the room turned into a roll that I surged up from and dashed in a zigzag across the room. The shotgun barked one more time, but the shot went wide, papers flying as the slug tore through a shelf of books.

“Stay still,” rumbled the deep familiar voice of my foe. “Pretty boy.”

I’d taken in the large office with a quick glance as I darted forward, spotting the trunk of gold near the cowering banker. Behind the door stood a massive man with a familiar flat, brutish face, now twisted in annoyance as he cracked open the double barrels, flinging free the spent shells.
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“No easy meat, eh?” Flat-face said, his frown settling on me as he snapped the reloaded shotgun closed. “You got balls, boy. I’ll give you that.” He sucked at his teeth, spitting but never blinking as he kept his eyes on me.

My mind raced back over my charge up the steps and I counted in my head, cursing myself for an idiot. I’d charged into the office without thought or reloading.

“You can have the gold,” I said waving at the trunk. “I’ve only come for the women.”

“Princess is part of the deal,” the man said. “Besides… I got no use for cunt.” The words rumbled out of him like thunder over the mountains. His small black eyes settled were cold, and an evil smile tugged at his lips as he set the shotgun against the wall behind him. “You outta bullets there, boy?”

The man raised fists the size of my head, cracking sunken knuckles and popping his head from side to side, and his grin grew cruel as he nodded.

“Aye… they’re spent.” The brute stepped into the middle of the office, light on the balls of his feet, far lighter than anyone his size should be, and I realized he didn’t want to kill me slowly. He planned on toying with me. “Tell me, pretty boy…” he said, his cruel smile turning downright evil, “are you going to enjoy it when I bend you over and make you my bitch?”

I frowned in confusion, and he threw his head back and laughed.

“You thought I wanted the cunts?” Shaking his head, he forced two fists, raising them as he took on a fighter’s stance. “Nothing hotter than a pretty young thing like you who wants to fight back… come on boy… I’m gonna have a ball with you.”

“Hadring!” screamed Hiram from where he cowered behind the desk. “Just kill him and be done with it! You aren’t being paid to play around!”

“I ain’t been paid yet,” the man rumbled as he sidestepped, edging his way between me and the door as he advanced. “And from the sound of it pretty boy cut down most of my boys… So I aim to get me some payback out of his hide… and backside.”

The brute winked at me, feinting a strike to my skull with his left the moment he did. I’d been expecting the attack, keeping my silence, and judging my timing as well as I could. The moment he feinted with the left, I threw an empty revolver at his head, forcing his right hand up to deflect it.

My other hand swept from behind my back and buried my dagger into the man’s ribs just beneath his armpit, but I didn’t have a chance to enjoy the hit, for a fist that felt hard as stone struck me in the shoulder. It felt like a horse plowed into me at full speed as my head snapped to the side and it threw me.

“Sneaky shit,” Hadring said in his low rumble, and with a negligent flick of his wrist he flicked the dagger out of his side and my heart sank as he laughed in a low rumble.

No more words would be spoken as the brute raised his fists again, tilting his head forward and stalking towards me. I was out of tricks and options, and my leg didn’t want to move as I willed it to, the foot wet with blood in my boot. I met Jasmine's and Grace’s eyes for one second and saw to my shock that neither had an ounce of fear.

Both women looked at me with an absolute and total faith that shook me to my core. I saw myself in their eyes for the first time. Shot up, cut, covered in blood and viscera from near on a dozen men but still standing, still fighting.

“FFFUUUUUUCCCKKKKKKKK!!!”

Battle cry or scream I wasn’t sure what possessed me, but it made the killer I faced blink in confusion, giving me a crucial moment to throw myself past his guard and smash into him, throwing us both to the ground.

Flat-face was clearly a trained boxer, and I couldn’t hope to beat him in fisticuffs. My own skill was minimal, taught to me by my pa years before, and I’d managed to get by on sheer strength and size thus far in life. I’d realized on the first blow to my shoulder and neck that I couldn’t hope to beat this man toe to toe. He was heavier, stronger, skilled, and evil in a way I’d never known existed.

Fear and faith were my motivators. My fear of the bastard before me and the faith of the two women watching. When Hadring and I fell to the office floor I twisted, gripping the front of his shirt and falling on my back as I kicked up. I thought my knees might break from the strain of heaving on the big bastard’s bulk, but the move worked as I kicked up, rolling to my shoulders and heaving for all I was worth.

“What thaaa…” There was an awful crash as the large stained-glass window exploded outward and Hadring was flung out into open space. “FUUUCKK!!!!”

Pushing myself to one foot, the other hanging lamely now, I couldn’t believe the maneuver had worked. Using my momentum and leverage, I’d managed to fling the bastard over my head and through the window to crash into the street below.

Hobbling over to the couch, I ripped the bindings and gags off Grace and Jasmine.

“Oh, thank god!” Grace said, wrapping her arms around me and drawing back when I flinched.

Jasmine frowned at my injuries and began to fret over them before I pointed to the shotgun resting against the wall.

“What do we do about him?” Jasmine asked, pointing to Hiram as she grabbed Flat-face’s shotgun from the wall. Flexing numb hands on the grip, she seethed with anger.

“I will deal with Hiram,” Grace said, picking up the pistol I’d thrown and following me to the broken stained-glass window. “The local authorities can’t be trusted. Is he dead?” she asked me.

I leaned out the opening, careful not to put any weight on my injured hip and spotted a large crowd gathering around the broken remains of the former gang leader. The man had landed on his head, neck snapping, and skull popped open like a pimple to spew brains and blood across the street.

“John!” cried Sylvia, the black-haired beauty, waving from where she stood beside Esther, who had a white bandage wrapped around her skull.

I waved to the woman but, spying Delilah standing over two tied up men near the bonfire, waved her up as well. Grace stood at my side and Jasmine stepped up to the other, the office’s firelight shining behind us. There was a low murmur from the crowd below as they looked up at us.

“Come,” Grace said, drawing me away from the opening, “let’s get you stitched up. There should be a washroom nearby.”

I merely glanced at Hiram as I staggered towards the door, Jasmine propping me up under one arm and Grace the other, but he flinched like I’d threatened him. The scent of urine reached my nostrils, and I realized he’d wet himself at some point in the confrontation.

“Why?” I asked the man, before I let Grace and Jasmine lead me from the room. “What was the point?”

“The point?” Hiram said, face twisted as if he didn’t understand the question. “Boy, there are forces at work you can’t understand. They’ll never let some unnamed country lout keep control of a vein as rich as you say it is. Grace, you can’t imagine the Crown will—”

“That’s enough, Hiram,” Grace said with a frown for the man. “You made your play and it failed. Maintain some dignity. The law here can’t be trusted to deal with you properly. Once you’ve confessed and given us the names of your conspirators, you’ll be put on a ship and sent back across the pond.”

“You can’t just steal my life’s work!” Hiram said, suddenly finding some umbrage. “I built this place from the ground up!”

“And you threw it away when you decided it would be easier to steal from us, instead of doing business.”

“You’re women!” The man sneered. “And a brutish mountain man! You don’t deserve—” The man cut off with a shriek when Jasmine fired a round from the shotgun into the ceiling, ducking behind his desk and whimpering.

“Careful, dear,” Grace said. “We just purchased this building. It wouldn’t do to damage it before we sign the deed.”

“We did?” I asked her, feeling the familiar effects of blood loss as my head grew light. “I must have missed that.”

“Keep up, dear,” Grace said with a wink and a little grin. “Things move fast around here.”

“I seem to remember someone needing rescuing… like two minutes ago,” I said, shaking my head.

“And your point is?” Jasmine asked, grunting as she helped me out into the hall to the washroom, grimacing as she stepped over a corpse.

“I had a point?” I said, my thoughts growing distant and fuzzy. “Must have.”

“Should I get water?” Jasmine asked, and it took my foggy mind a moment to realize she was looking with concern at Grace.

“No,” my dark-haired angel said, her blue eyes filling my vision. “Find a blanket, needle and thread. We’ll need alcohol to clean his wounds too. But first help me lay him down… Esther, come help!”

The world shrank to a fine point as I tried to reach up and touch Grace’s smooth cheek, wanting to let her know how happy I was that she was safe. Somehow, I’d forgotten to tell her and Jasmine, and I fell into the darkness of unconsciousness, fearing I’d never get the chance.
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Idreamed of tall green trees, slate gray boulders, and the bright blue sky of my mountain home. As I slowly crawled out of unconsciousness the sounds and smells of the city reached through my dreams, twisting them. The chatter of many voices, and the scent of refuse and humanity.

Golden morning light greeted my eyes as I cracked my eyelids. It was so bright I turned to avoid it and groaned when the aching pain in my side, hip, and thigh reminded me of my injuries. A sound nearby alerted me to someone’s presence right beside me, and I flinched back from the sudden presence looming over me.

“Relax my hero,” Jasmine breathed. “Lay back or you’ll tear the stitches Grace put in you.”

“What happened?” I asked, peering up at the tall teen. I lay on a makeshift pallet on the floor, still in the large office. “Is everyone safe? Lilliana?”

“Aunt Lilly is well,” Jasmine reassured me, resting a gentle hand on my chest as she sat on her haunches at my side. “She’s resting in another office now with Esther. Those two… seem to be getting along well.”

“Huh,” I said, pushing myself up onto my elbows despite the girl’s pressure trying to keep me down. “Grace and your mom? Delilah?”

“They’re well, John.” Jasmine said, “Mother and Delilah hired a few men to drag the bodies outside. There’s quite a crowd forming and the tales they’re telling of what you did are spreading.”

“You’re up.” The voice was Grace’s as the beautiful brunette bustled into the office and hurried over to my other side. “How are you feeling? Do you feel nauseous or woozy?”

“No,” I said, letting her help me up to a sitting position, “just sore and my head is pounding.”

“You gave us quite the fright,” Grace said, her pale blue eyes soft with love as she stared into mine. “Don’t do that again, ok?”

“No promises,” I said, smiling and then groaning in pain when I tried to stand up. I saw they had cut away my clothing, the bloody rags in a pile near the desk, and all I lay in were my small clothes.

“This is why we couldn’t move you,” Jasmine grunted, trying to help me up on one side as Grace lifted on the other. “You’re… Muy pesado!”

The muscles and flesh in my hip were so swollen and tender the leg didn’t want to hold my weight when I tried standing on it. I realized immediately that I wasn’t going to make it down the steps anytime soon and let the women steer me towards a large plush upholstered couch.

“You’re,” Grace said as they lowered me down, “going to rest here for a while. I have a surgeon coming in an hour or two. Here,” she said, rising and hurrying over to a side table where she had a collection of small bottles, “let me get you something for the pain.”

“Does it hurt so bad?” Jasmine asked in a worried tone, her gentle hand reaching out to touch the flesh of my thigh, eyes heating as they met mine.

“No,” I lied, “it’s not that bad.”

Jasmine’s frown told me she didn’t believe me, but she let me pull her in closer, as I slipped an arm around her slender waist. There was a chill in the air from the window I’d flung the gang leader through. The wood was broken outwards, chunks of stained-glass still clinging to the window frame. I felt bad about destroying the beautiful glass but couldn’t summon an ounce of remorse for killing Hadring.

“What’s happening in the city?” I asked. “Have any constables given you trouble?”

“There will be time to worry about that later,” Grace said, sitting on my other side gently and pouring a healthy amount of a reddish-brown liquid into a spoon. “Take this so you can rest easy.”

I swallowed the bitter liquid, making a face, and Jasmine covered her mouth, hiding a pretty smile.

“They’re calling you a hero out of Greek myths in the city,” Jasmine said, ignoring Grace’s frown as she sat right up against my side, her hand stroking my thigh careful of the injuries. “Hercules come again, and with a harem of women at your beck and call. The men are jealous and the women all envious… of us.”

The teen’s wide mouth curled into a hungry smile as she danced her fingertips up the inside of my thigh, causing me to shift on the couch and groan softly as my injuries pinched and cock stiffened.

“Even Lilliana can’t stop speaking about your bravery,” Grace said, resting one hand on my other thigh. “She’s pestering Esther about the best way to thank you now.”

“We know the best way to thank him,” Jasmine purred, pressing her firm young breasts against my arm softly. “Don’t we Grace?”

“I suppose we do,” Grace murmured, reaching out and cupping the teen’s smooth cheek, smiling at her fondly. “You were brave too,” she said, bright blue eyes trapping the teen’s. “John should know how you tried to fight them off me and nearly escaped before they dragged us up here. Your mom would have been so proud to see it.”

“It was your approval I sought,” Jasmine whispered, and I held my breath as the intimate moment played out, scared to do or say anything that would shatter the spell of it. “I’ve never known a more beautiful or strong woman.”

“Yes, you have,” Grace said, her smile twisting a little at the corners. “You’re just too close to see it, but I appreciate the compliment.” The beautiful brunette shook her head gently, eyes sparkling as the light from the broken wall outlined her profile in a golden glow. “You are absolutely flawless child… flawless.”

The silence was awkward for only a heartbeat, then the two leaned across me, meeting just before my face and kissing passionately. I stifled a groan as my hip screamed in pain, the sight before my eyes making it easy as I watched the gorgeous woman and young Latina kiss with a fierce passion.

Just as quick as they kissed both broke it off, moving back and drawing in deep ragged breaths. Grace had a slightly shocked, wondering smile on her face, but oddly Jasmine looked a little smug. Her self-satisfied grin shifted as she sucked in her thick bottom lip, biting it as her eyes darted down to the tent in my underclothes.

“Looks as though our hero could use some help to relax,” she said, shifting on the couch and licking her lips as she met Grace’s eyes.

The brunette’s look was equally smokey as she glanced from my hardness up to Jasmine and I saw a familiar hunger enter her grin as she reached up and delicately plucked the laces of Jasmine’s bodice undone, letting the material part but not all the way. A wide expanse of pale, firm flesh burst out, the edges of the cloth straining to contain her large nipples.

“We must be gentle because of his injuries, my dear,” Grace said, sitting up and whipping her own bodice open, her grin turning downright wicked as Jasmine did the same.

The pair watched me as I looked from one to the other, unsure where to look. They were so different, and yet so alike. Running gentle hands up their sides, cupping and caressing massive breasts and pulling on the nipples, both the same shade of pale pink. When I tried to reach up and touch, my arms were pushed down gently and they made soft, joyful sounds as both bent forward and I was shocked and elated when they lifted their breasts forward and pressed the firm, smooth flesh around my cock.

The women rose and fell gently, lips locked with one another’s as they kissed, breasts rising and falling around my cock, and I knew this must be a dream for no man could be so blessed. Outlined behind the beautiful women was the city, wooden buildings, smoke, and soot, and sparkling in the distance, the bay. Somewhere beyond the horizon were my mountains, and they called to me.

I groaned in pleasure as fiery tongues bathed my cock, coating it so their soft breasts could glide up and down more easily. The pair moved in remarkable unison as they worked me over.

My mind grew numb, and the pain of my injuries lessened, but my sense of peace and place had never been stronger. I would be happy when we left the city. Its sights and sounds only made me miss my mountains all the more. Whenever we did leave, I’d be carrying wonderful memories with me, not least amongst them the heavenly moments spent with Jasmine and Grace.
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Forced confinement can teach a man many things about himself. The biggest lesson I learned was that I’m a man who needs work and to be moving, or else I feel empty and useless.

I’d have been out of bed two days before, but Grace and Jasmine would shoot me a frown of disappointment that I wasn’t taking their advice and I’d lay back down on the large down mattress.

I suppose if you’re going to be laid-up with injuries, there couldn’t have been a more comfortable place to rest. Well’s Lending was the name Grace chose for her fledgling business, housing it in Hiram’s old building, the entire top floor of which had been turned over to lavish apartments.

Once the dead men and their mess was cleaned out, and new doors hung where I’d torn through them, the girls had moved everything over. There were enough rooms for each to have their own, but they’d paired off from what Grace told me, swapping bedmates each night.

Though Sylvia complained, Grace took up residence in the master bedroom where I rested, and had been adamant that I receive no visitors, so I could rest. That hadn’t stopped her and Jasmine from slipping beneath the sheets a time or two for a bit of hanky-panky, but pain and stiffness had kept the play to a minimum.

Thankfully, Grace was there at my side when I woke, her warm smile greeting me as her fingers stitched without thought. Setting her needlework aside she stood and drew back the thick curtains from the tall windows, revealing a breathtaking panoramic view of downtown, the wharf and bay.

“How are you feeling this morning?” Grace asked, stepping back over to my bedside and bending over to check my bandages.

No matter how many times the sight of her massive breasts swinging down greets me, my mouth still dries when I behold them. Dragging my eyes up to meet her cocked brow, I grinned like a mischievous boy and flicked back the sheet, giving her easier access to the wound on my hip.

“A little stiff,” I said with a wink, “but I’m feeling better today.”

“You’re impossible,” Grace said, but I caught her amused smile as she pulled the white bandages aside and checked for blood, pressing around the stitches, “There’s no sign of infection, which is a miracle, and your flesh is knitting well. I think you can get up and about for a few hours today.” Her pale blue eyes grew sharp as awls when she looked at me and warned, “But don’t push it too much. If you pop a stitch, or worse, rip one wide open, you’ll be back in this bed and for longer next time.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, sitting up and drawing her down beside me. “Thank you, Grace, for everything. I can’t tell you how much you mean to me.”

“You can try,” the gorgeous older woman said, slipping gently beside me and cupping my cheek and drawing me into a hot kiss. “Mhhph… we can’t get too…. Mm… carried away… Here, since you’re so insistent…”

Grace slid my hand down from where I was pawing at one massive breast and slipped down the bed, her eyes dancing with delight when they alighted on the enormous tent in my drawers. She purred happily as she expertly slipped my thickness free and slipped her slender fingers around the base.

Careful to avoid the injury to my hip, the woman slipped down my legs and pressed her massive breast to my thighs as she gazed up at me. No words were spoken as we stared into one another’s eyes. No words were needed.

I sighed out in pleasure as she pressed her thick lips to the underside, kissing the sensitive spot there before running her pink tongue up and around the head. Kissing her way down the sides, Grace gave the shaft several light strokes with her fingers before drawing it back and sucking me deep into her mouth.

“Mhmm,” I sighed, watching in awe as the gorgeous woman lavished all of her attention and love on my cock.

When I reached down, she offered one of her massive breasts for me to caress. The large, inverted nipple was already hardening against the silk of her dress, and I had to take pains not to distort the material in my desire to feel all over her sexy body.

The door clicked open, but Grace never stopped her sucking, merely flicking her eyes over and smiling when Jasmine slipped into the room.

“You started without me!” the tall, slender Latina said with a laugh as she hurried across the room and flopped down beside Grace on the bed.

“I couldn’t wait,” the older beauty said, drawing the teen close and pressing her thick lips to the girl’s.

My cock throbbed in Grace’s hand when I watched the women kissing above the head of my cock, their tongues teasing one another as their hands caressed one another’s hips and ass. I saw Grace’s fingers sink into the teen girl’s firm ass and Jasmine moaned in pleasure.

“You keep that up… and we’ll never make it to the office,” Jasmine panted as Grace kissed down her long slender neck.

“You better get to work then,” the older woman purred into Jasmine’s ear. “The Vice-President of a bank can’t arrive late, and we aren’t leaving until John is taken care of.”

“Mhmmm, ohh!”

Jasmine turned her head, eyelids fluttering as Grace slipped a hand between the girl’s legs, the scent of her young sex filling the room and skirts bunching as Grace teased her. The black-haired girl wrapped her thick lips around the head of my cock and sucked hard, her tongue teasing the slit and one hand joining Grace’s around the base, stroking it lightly.

It was my turn to moan out in pleasure and then I gasped as Grace joined Jasmine, their tongues working my cock together. Pressing their smooth cheeks together, they ran their tongues up and down the shaft, eyes dancing in delight as they watched the pleasure twist my features. Jasmine’s newly painted nails dragged down my balls, setting off my orgasm, and both women took turns wrapping their lips around the tip, sucking my cum down with happy mewling noises.

“You two are amazing…” I panted, catching my breath as they sat slowly, straightening their dresses.

“See that you don’t do too much today,” Grace warned as she stood and wiped her chin and cheeks off in the vanity mirror she’d had brought in, and Jasmine joined her accepting the silk kerchief.

The pair couldn’t have looked more alike and yet more different. Grace was shorter and with dark hair that reached down to her mid-back, thick and flowing. Her massive breasts dominated her body, attracting the attentions of men and women alike, but it was her patrician features, so elegant and royal seeming, that had always arrested my heart when I saw her.

Jasmine was several inches taller than the older woman, and slenderer in hip, waist, and rear, but her bust was nearly a match for Grace’s. Strapped down by tight silk shirts, the pair of them eschewed clothing that would attract the attentions of the opposite sex, preferring more conservative garments, especially since coming to the city and purchasing a pair of matching dresses. Her hair was longer than Grace’s hanging nearly to her ass, and so black it looked almost blue in certain lights, like her mother, Sylvia’s.

“Yes, or you’ll be back in this bed and without our special… ministrations,” Jasmine followed up, her expression almost an exact twin of Grace’s.

“Yes ma’am,” I said, swinging my legs off the edge of the bed and standing slowly.

“You don’t have to… worry about me doing too much.” Standing slowly, I stifled a grunt of pain as the stitches tugged at the wound in my side.

“Here,” Grace said, bringing over a bottle of Laudanum. “Take a spoonful, it will help with the pain.”

I held my hand up to tell her for the tenth time I didn’t want it, but Jasmine put fists on her hips and was staring at me with a firm look over Grace’s shoulder, warning me to silence and I did but grimaced in annoyance.

“I know you don’t like to admit to any weakness,” Grace said, her smile taking the edge off her words, “but that hairy-chested thinking rarely leads to nicely healed wounds. The Laudanum will help you heal, trust me.”

She held out the spoonful of red-brown, hateful liquid and I opened my mouth with a frown, Jasmine’s raised eyebrow nearly as effective as Grace’s.

Is this the shy girl who barely spoke in the mountains? I thought as Grace put away the drugs and Jasmine touched up her hair in the mirror. She’s fully flowering now…

The girl’s youthful beauty was breathtaking, as it had always been, but she stood with more poise now, more confidence, and it made her even more desirable. Grace’s influence was obvious, but so too was the soul of the tall teen finally shining through now that she’d been given real responsibility.

“Come on, Jaz,” Grace said, pulling a blue wool shawl about her shoulders. “We have that meeting with the Strauss engineers. We don’t want to be late. Did you get a chance to read their proposal?”

“I didn’t, but I have questions for them about the pylons they want to drop. It doesn’t sound workable given what the surveyors said about the Gate.” Jasmine pulled a twin blue shawl about her shoulders and threw me a smile before they left the room, soon lost in their conversations about banking, lending and whatever else it is they do on the bottom floor.
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The only contribution I’d been able to make, holed up in bed as I was, was to insist they hire a private security force to protect the building. Grace had agreed right away and had sent Esther out to find a trust-worthy group. It had taken all of three hours for the former soldier to find a crew of former sailors looking for work.

As I pulled on my pants, sweating with the effort of bending over and dragging the material over my ankles, I realized Grace had left me to dress alone on purpose. The devious woman. By the time I had the pants and shirt on, I’d revised my plans for the day. I would need to take it easier than usual, or else tearing my stitches out was a real possibility.

After pulling my boots on, I made my way downstairs to the kitchen where I heard laughter and familiar voices. When I stepped around the corner, I found Delilah before the large stove, with Lilliana helping her while Esther and Sylvia sat sipping coffee at the table.

“Look whose finally up and about,” Esther said with her crooked grin as I stepped over to the coffeepot.

“Take a seat, John,” Lilliana said, offering me a bright smile as she took the pot from me and went to grab a cup. “Do you want cream or sugar? Delilah got us a bag of the whitest sugar you’ve ever seen.”

“Both, please,” I said, taking a seat with a stifled groan as the stiffness in my hip eased.

“How are you feeling?” Sylvia asked, her dark eyes warm with affection as they alighted on me.

“Stiff and sore,” I said, pulling my leg over and stretching it out slowly, “but once I move around some, I’ll be feeling better.”

“Good,” Sylvia said. “I don’t like the feel of this city. It’s like it’s holding its breath, waiting for something.”

“You keep saying that,” Esther said, pulling a flask from her jacket and pouring a small measure of whiskey into her cup, “but I’ve seen no evidence of it.”

“And what of Grace? Doesn’t she have connections or information from her banker friends about what’s going on? I still haven’t heard a good explanation about why she and my daughter were kidnapped. Pinche… when are we going to get some answers, John?”

“Grace will tell us when she’s ready—”

“Not good enough,” Sylvia said, her voice hard as iron, “and you know it. Don’t try to argue with me, I’ve seen your frowns when she changes the subject or moves on. What about you, Delilah? You’ve a good head on your shoulders. Do you think we deserve to know what’s really going on around us? When our lives might be at risk because of your mother’s secrets?”

The bubbly blonde teen turned from the stove, pulling the pan of onions and peppers off the fire. Her expression was oddly thoughtful, and she took a moment before responding to the Madame.

“Momma is afraid. She’s afraid that if the truth comes out you all won’t see her the same way.” She frowned and shook her head. “There are parts of her past she’s never told me and I don’t think she ever will, given the choice. Perhaps… you shouldn’t give her the choice.”

I saw how hard it was for the girl to admit this failing in her mother, and even harder for her to offer the advice, but Esther nodded in approval.

“I’ll talk to her. Tonight, we’ll sit her down and find out what’s really going on.”

“I’m meeting with a contact this morning in Chinatown, I should be able to learn something from them.” Sylvia tapped the side of her cup. “If there’s anything going on in the city or mountains, the Chinese will know about it. But getting the information out of them might prove… expensive.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said. “Chinatown’s close by and I could use the walk.”

“And if you get into trouble?” Esther asked with a raised eyebrow. “A ten-year-old girl could beat you with one hand tied behind her back. Make sure you wear a pistol.”

“You’re not coming?” I asked, in surprise figuring she would insist on it.

“A dozen new ships docked at the wharf an hour before dawn. I’m going to head back out and see where they’re from. I wasn’t able to spot their flags in the dark.”

“Take it easy,” I warned her, “we might have to move quickly. I don’t want you dragging ass on the road.”

“A sleepless night or two won’t slow me down,” the leggy blonde said with a crooked grin. “You of all men should know that.”

Esther’s eyes twinkled in amusement, and Delilah barked a laugh of delight at the joke. Sylvia’s eyes rested on me with dark promise, making me shift uncomfortably in my seat. The woman had a way of setting my heart racing with only a glance, her every gesture a spell of seduction.

“Do you want three pieces of bacon or four, John?” Delilah asked as she pushed the onions out of the pan and lay slabs of bacon in.

“Six,” I said, my stomach rumbling audibly when the scent of smokey meats filled the small kitchen.

“We’ll head out after breakfast if you’re ready,” Sylvia said, standing to pour herself another cup and grab the folded paper sitting on the counter.

“He’ll need a few,” Esther said, her eyes holding a twinkle of amusement and heat I’d come to recognize. I could always count on the tall blonde being worked up and needy early in the morning, and I knew exactly what she needed. “Gotta holster his gun…”

“Oh god,” Lilliana said with a snort of laughter, “that’s the worse pun! Just say you want him to load his long-rifle first.”

“Better yet,” Delilah said, “why not say the truth? That Esther can’t wait to have John’s giant co—hey!”

The teen turned and laughed at the rag that hit her in the back and everyone laughed when she glared at Esther, none laughing harder than Sylvia who’d thrown it. I was relieved to see how well the women were getting along. Delilah and Sylvia were becoming friends of a sort, and the looks thrown back and forth between Esther and Lilliana had more heat than I remembered.

When Lilliana served up plates of eggs, bacon, peppers, and onions, I took note that she served Esther first, then myself. I barely paused to chat, eating my food so fast I almost got a bellyache. But it was wonderful to have the pleasant and friendly chatter of the women washing over me as I shoveled bacon and eggs into my mouth.

Washing it all down with the last of my coffee, I sighed in contentment and leaned back in my chair. Sylvia had left her paper as she stood to clear the table and I pulled it over, scanning it in fascination.

It appeared to be a periodical, but one packed with stories and information about the city. Scanning it as the women cleaned up, I read an article about the new public works projects they were putting in, a reservoir of fresh water on the other side of the peninsula, and another article mentioning gold had been found in the mountains.

The last story gave me pause, but I read right away it was a hundred miles or more south of where our lands were and breathed a sigh of relief. The article put me in a dour mood as I thought about my mountains and all the work piling up while we were away. This adventure had been fun enough, but I couldn’t wait to return to the tall peaks.

“Let me change and then we can head to the market to pick up the payment,” Sylvia said, rising and smoothing down her robe as she addressed Esther. “I take it you only need a few minutes to… handle your business?”

“Give us ten,” Esther said, a predatory gleam in her eyes as she stood, drawing me up to my feet behind her.

I felt like a dog on a tether as she led me down the short hall and up to the fourth floor where her small room was. The sight of her tight little ass bouncing up the stairs before me put the heat in my blood and I forgot about my discomfort as I spun her in the doorway, pressing my lips to hers.

“I’ve missed you,” I breathed into the kiss, and winced when the tall woman nipped my bottom lip playfully.

“Mhmm not as much as I’ve missed you… quick, John, take me hard and fast!”

Growling, I spun her around, quick fingers popping the laces on her pants and pushing them down below her pale ass. The sight of her bare behind poking out as she gripped the door’s frame filled me with lust and I slipped my fingers into the hollow of her hips and pulled her back onto my cock.

“Ohh, I’m sorry, ngghhh!”

Lilliana had stepped onto the landing and froze in shock when she saw Esther pressed against the doorframe half in and half out of the room. Cheeks reddening, the older Latina went to leave but Esther’s hand darted out, quick as a snake and snatched her close. Fingers locking around the back of the woman’s neck, she pulled the woman into a passionate kiss even as my cock drive into her to the root.

“Mhmmm!” Esther moaned, and slammed her ass forward then back, when I paused in shock. “Don’t stop, baby!”

Esther’s hot words drove me on, adding to the wicked sight of her shoving her tongue into the smaller Latina beauty’s mouth. My surprise didn’t come close to matching Lilly’s as her lips met Esther’s, but I saw her expression shift from shock to raw desire as she moaned onto the other woman’s lips.

Esther’s sex writhed around my cock as she pulled Lilly in closer, one hand cupping the small woman’s tight ass as I pounded into her from behind. Lilliana’s eyes flashed open and met mine for one pregnant moment, and I could see the unease in them. Reaching up with one hand, I gripped Esther’s braid near the base and moved the woman’s lips down the Latina’s slender neck, watching Lilliana’s eyes roll back in pleasure and hearing her sigh as Esther nibbled on her neck.

The sight was so shocking and sexy; I knew I wouldn’t be able to last long. Esther didn’t seem to mind as her hands slipped beneath the other woman’s dress, popping buttons down the back.

“I’m… oh baby, I’m… kiss me… Kiss me!”

Esther came hard, just as my cock filled her womb with a large load. The woman pulled the Latina into her arms and, shuddering, clung to her and the wall to keep from falling.

“Nhhhnn.” Lilliana pulled up Esther’s face, their lips meeting in another passionate kiss, and I felt Esther’s tightness fluttering around my cock.

My cock slipped from her sex, slick with our juices and cool from the sudden air upon it, as the pair of women fell onto Esther’s narrow bed. I stood there a bit shocked as their kisses grew more and more passionate. It was as if the women had completely forgotten me as they gazed lovingly into each other eyes, touches tender and kisses fierce.

“You going to walk into Chinatown with that beast flopping around?” Delilah asked with amusement as she crested the stairs, an eyebrow raised as she stepped up to the open doorway. “Oh… it’s about time they got to it. Come on, tiger, let’s leave them be. Sylvia isn’t a patient woman, and you already forced her to listen to your… activities, so she’s not in the best of moods.”

“Is she ever?” I asked, meaning it for a joke, but surprised to see Delilah frown up at me.

“Don’t let my mom’s predispositions influence yours as well.”

I pulled Esther’s door closed. The woman acknowledged us leaving with a half wave of her hand, her attention entirely wrapped up in Lilly who lay with her long dark hair fanned out on Esther’s pillow, small spots of red in her cheeks.
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Five minutes later we were stepping out of one of the tall building’s side doors and onto the street. A bulky man in rough clothes and small dark eyes let us out, tipping his cap to Sylvia as he did. From the look of the man and the others stationed around the bank, the Madame had pulled in roughs who normally protected the whorehouses. I wondered what she’d offered the men to have them take such a boring job.

“The pigs have been prepared for us and will be moved by the swineherd, but I want to make sure they’re the right kind. You can never trust these things unless you do them yourself.”

Sylvia’s firm tone reminded me once more of Grace, but the gorgeous, tall Madame carried herself much differently as she slipped an arm in mine and started out down the wide boulevard. Where Grace would turn inward, ignoring the stares and glances of men and women in a retiring manner, Sylvia reveled in the looks.

The woman was wearing a black dress with slashes of bright red that caught the eyes. If the colors on her dress weren’t enough to attract the eyes, the neckline of her dress swooped low, revealed a stunning amount of smooth flesh that shook and jiggled with her every step. A tight bodice pushed her massive breasts up and out the neckline of her dress until I feared they might burst free and found myself half wishing they would. Her blue-black hair had been done up into a bun with artful ring curls hanging free and cascading down her back.

Delilah had taken her cue from Sylvia, I noticed. The bubbly blonde wore a tight dress of dark green that complemented her golden curls perfectly. Her bodice was tight as well, her firm young breasts pushed up and drawing even more stares than Sylvia’s though they were smaller and shook less. It was the girl’s breathtaking features and wide, bright smile that drew the most stares, for there are few as naturally beautiful as the teen.

“We should find a seamstress to make you some negligees,” Sylvia said, glancing across me, to where Delilah gripped my other arm and skipped beside me. “There are some French pieces I think would look absolutely stunning on you, girl.”

“What’s a negligee?” I asked.

“Oh, you’ll find out,” Delilah said, throwing a wink to Sylvia. “I like that idea, Sylvia. I think it would do John some good to sweat a bit.”

“You can practice those dance moves I’ve been showing you too.” Sylvia’s dark eyes flicked up to mine, holding amusement and heat in equal measures. “You have no idea what’s in store for you.”

“If it’s anything like the other night, I’m looking forward to it,” I said.

“That was nothing!” Delilah giggled. “If momma knew what we have planned… She’d flip out.”

“You might be surprised by what your mother would be fine with. I know I have been. Here we are.”

We stopped at a small shop, and I could hear the squeals and whine of pigs reaching us from the back. The shop owner, a shriveled old man, took us to his pens and pointed to the four pigs he’d set aside for Jasmine.

“Trained in Guadalajuara, just like you asked. Them’s expensive pigs, mind you, and I ain’t being haggled down.” He turned and spit to the side, his beady eyes narrowing on me, but it was Sylvia who spoke.

“You will have your money swineherd, but I want proof they’re as you say.”

The man grimaced and nodded, then shuffled over to a bucket sitting near the wall. The other pigs hadn’t given the bucket any mind, but when he picked it up the four in question lowed in hunger, moving over to the fence as if they knew it was feeding time. The man pulled something out of the buckets, and I saw in horror it was a human foot, gangrenous and emaciated.

Without ceremony he shoved the foot into the pen; a pig chomped on it, carrying it a few feet and then mawing down on the whole thing, bones and all. My stomach turned in revulsion as he fed a hand and another foot to the other pigs, before shoving a flesh studded femur in for the last.

Sylvia was nodding in satisfaction and pulled a pile of paper notes out of her purse, pushing it into the swine herd’s hands before making him promise to deliver the pigs to the address she gave him. Delilah’s face was as green as mine felt as we left the small shop.

“You paid ten times what those pigs are worth,” Delilah said, with a frown as we continued to China Town. “Why would they be worth that much?”

“No body, no crime,” I said, unable to keep the frown of distaste from my face.

“Exactly,” Sylvia said, nodding. “It’s grisly, si. But when you’re treated little better than slaves and worked to death by men who don’t even bother to learn your language, let alone your culture, there are few good options.”

Delilah gave a shiver of revulsion, mirroring my own feelings as we entered a ward of tightly built buildings. The road disappeared, and I limped down narrow alley ways, ducking beneath hanging laundry, as we were surrounded by short, dark-haired people speaking a foreign tongue of tonal sounds.

“Keep your lips shut and let me do the talking,” Sylvia said, leading us through the warren of alleyways and shops. “It might not seem so, but this place is probably the most dangerous area of the city.”

I frowned in disbelief as I looked around the crowd. The people were small, skittish, and seemed unable to meet my gaze. Taking into consideration how I’d seen them treated in the rest of the city, it made sense why they’d distrust us. I don’t know what the sickness was that made some men believe others were less than them and sub-human, but in my short life I’d seen too much of it reflected against Africans, natives and now the Asians who’d come from across the great sea to this foreign and strange land.

We stopped at a dark little entrance with an old stoop-shouldered man standing outside. The man was blind, as evidenced by his white eyes, and he had a long cane he rested upon, but his limbs were strong. When Sylvia announced herself he didn’t flinch, already having heard or perhaps smelled the Madame’s approach, and when he stepped aside, I felt a chill run down my spine at his fluid and elegant movements.

This man could kill all of us without breaking a sweat.

I don’t know why I was so certain of the fact, but I watched the stooped old man warily as I ducked my head down to enter the small dark room.

“You move quick, for big man,” the old man said, just before I stepped in, his eyes gazing off into the distance. “You want learn the Way, come see Jin-Yip.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this terrifying and strange little man. Nothing about him should have put such fear in me, not his weak chin, or the milky-white of his unseeing eyes, but it felt as though I’d passed beneath the shadow of death itself as we moved into what I found was a small house.
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Akitchen, no larger than my outhouse in the mountains, stood beside a bed bolted against the wall. A table and chair sat beneath the bed, and before a wall covered in jars and vials of all kinds. Braces of birds hung from the ceiling, along with rats and bats, their corpses desiccated and twisted from age.

An old woman sat at the table, a pure white porcelain teacup before her with liquid steaming from it. She wore spectacles, thick lenses that stood on a hooked nose and masked the shrewdest set of eyes I’d ever seen. An adorable young woman stood in the little kitchen, preparing cups of tea, but her beauty, though lovely, paled in comparison to the old woman’s presence. There could be no doubt who was in charge here.

“The whore returns with muscle and… A fine golden filly. Come girl, let Wushan look at you.”

With a snap of her fingers, Delilah was stepping forward and curtseying as if she were in a royal court, spreading her green dress wide and dipping low. The old woman cackled like a witch, and slapped the table.

“Now that is a greeting! Lian, take note!”

“Yes, Grandmother,” the slender girl said with a long suffering tone as she poured three more cups of tea.

“I see you’re the same as ever, Wushan,” Sylvia said, slipping into the one empty seat without being invited and setting her purse down on the table. She accepted a cup of tea from the girl with a gracious nod and sipped it lightly, as elegant a motion as I’d ever seen from her and a neat imitation of Grace. “Is shock still the first arrow in your quiver? Or have you progressed beyond childish games?”

“Am I the one playing at childish games here, Sylvia?”

The woman’s thin white eyebrows rose, and she glanced from the Latina’s breath-taking expanse of cleavage and up to me, her eyes traveling up the length of me slowly.

“Hmph, so he’s not just muscle then?” Adjusting her thick spectacles, she smiled at me, and I saw a hint of the beauty that had once been and realized her charms might not be as gone as I’d first thought. “Greetings, giant white boy. I’m Empress Wushan. You are welcome in my empire, so long as you let Wushan see those finely turned calves of yours.”

“Empress?” I asked, raising one eyebrow and accepting a cup of steaming tea from the blushing young woman.

It wasn’t to me she blushed and stared but at Delilah, her golden curls and dress. I saw envy and no small amount of desire in the girl’s eyes and the teen preened under the attention.

“Tin pot queen of a tin pot kingdom,” Sylvia said, setting her cup down and earning a sharp glare from Wushan. “But if you want to get anything in or out of the city or mountains without the authorities knowing about it, then she’s the person you want to talk to. And with that network comes, information, si?” she asked with a raised brow to the ancient Chinese woman.

“I have the information you asked for,” the woman said, swirling the dregs of her tea in the saucer and signaling the girl for more, “but the price has… increased.”

“Phah! What is this!” Sylvia said, her anger sudden and sharp. “We had a deal!”

“Things have changed,” Wushan said, and I noticed a tension entering around her eyes, the skin tight. “You heard about the new ships arriving, yes?” Sylvia nodded sharply and the woman muttered sourly, “Ill tidings when redcoats have slipped into gray.”

I had no idea what she meant, but it obviously meant something to Delilah who gasped. That drew the old woman’s stare, which was reassessing the girl.

“Who are you girl, to get my hints when Sylvia so obviously doesn’t?”

“No one,” Delilah said, but she was a terrible liar, and it was obvious. The crone’s eyes sharpened, and she moved in for the kill, but Sylvia cut her off.

“If you think I’ll give you any satisfaction without payment up front, you don’t know me at all, Wushan.”

“Point,” the woman said, nodding as if Sylvia had scored something on her, but she didn’t take her gaze off Delilah as she spoke. “The increase in price isn’t onerous. I need someone to escort Lian to her mother in the camps and if you’re traveling with him…” The old woman’s gaze flickered to me and sparkled. “You’ll be as safe as she could be unless I sent Jin-Yip, and with who just arrived in the city… I can’t afford to have him far from my side now.”

“Deal,” Sylvia said, slapping the table and holding out her hand. “Now tell me of the banker.”

“It isn’t the banker you have to worry about, or I don’t think so. It’s the new princess who took over his shop. From what I’ve heard, she’s ten times sharper and closing off the dark markets. The old fat fool was mixed up in some nasty business. The type of business that sees princes’ heads roll if they fail, if you catch my meaning.”

She pressed a finger to the side of her nose. But I had no idea what she meant, and clearly Sylvia didn’t either. The Latina opened her mouth to give a fiery tirade, venting her annoyance with the old woman’s circular way of speaking, but Delilah cut her off, the girl’s tone oddly sharp and insistent.

“Which one is it? Albert or Darrien?”

“Prince Albert has come, and he’s brought his Free Companies, fresh from their slaughter in East Indus. You know what I speak of girl, eh? The games of thrones at work and if we’re not lucky or quick of feet, we’ll get crushed under foot.”

“What is it, Delilah?” Sylvia asked, her annoyance mollified by the look of naked fear on the girl’s features, but the teen shook her blonde curls.

“Not here. If my Uncle is here, then he already has ears everywhere.”

“Not here, girl,” Wushan, said, reaching around and pulling out another chair and motioning for Lian to place it. “Have a seat and speak amongst friends. My people hold these blocks and more besides. More than stupid white men think.”

Delilah sat, but it took her a long moment to speak, and when she did, it was halting. I took the chance to sip my tea and found the flavor surprisingly pleasant. The notes were clean and clear, like the mountains just after rains fell. I tasted the earth and pine trees, scenting floral notes I couldn’t recognize that reminded me of the wildflower meadows on the south farthing of our lands.

I felt eyes on me and glanced up to see Wushan watching me through thick lenses. The woman’s eyes were sharp, but there was a faint smile playing along her thin lips.

“Momma has to tell most of it,” Delilah began. “She knows it all and it’s not my story to tell. But I know she’s always feared her uncles might come to the new world. Either looking to bring her home or for more nefarious things.”

“Their commander doesn’t know who your mother is,” Wushan said. “But he will soon. The entire city can’t stop talking about the giant hero who took down ten men and ripped the greasy face off this city’s corruption. Or so they’re telling it.”

“What are the ships doing here?” Sylvia asked Delilah. “What would your uncle want?”

“Everything,” I said, seeing it when I remembered just how many ships Esther had said docked over the night. “We need to get out of this city fast.”

“What do you mean everything?” Sylvia asked, her cheeks paling as she began to see it too, but not wanting to believe it.

“Uncle Albert would only bring the Free Companies if he means to hold the territory. I don’t know what the governor, or whoever, has, but he’ll have five thousand veterans on those ships and more incoming.”

“As I feared,” Wushan said, nodding and grimacing, “one set of overlords are the same as another to my people, but maybe not to you, eh? You see why the price was worth my granddaughter’s safety?”

“Thank you for this warning Wushan,” I said, pulling Sylvia up, and ignoring the woman’s squawk of indignation. “I promise we’ll see Lian to safety in the mountains, but first we need to get out of the city.”

“I can arrange a boat to transport you and yours across the bay… for a price.”

“No bargains,” I said, shaking my head and staring the ancient woman full in the eyes, pinning her there. “I want no passing deals with you.”

“What’s this?” the woman hissed, her expression shifting into anger.

“You know mining. You know transportation, and you know the mountains.” I held up an open hand to her and showed her my palm. “I’d ask instead of bargains that you enter into partnership with me.”

“Hmph! You’re pretty enough, boy, and you’ve more spine than most, but what good does that do my people? We starve and scrape by, while the lash falls—”

“Gold,” I spoke the word softly, but it silenced the crone right off and her thin lips twisted in a sour grimace as she sensed I had her. “My claim sits between two of the tallest peaks, a day’s ride in either direction, and I aim to increase those holdings when I return. I’ve struck in two places. One solid enough to see my dreams and those of my women, to fruition, and the other… Untapped.”

“What kind of percentages are you offering?”

“Anything you pull out of that second vein is yours in fair pay, plus five percent of anything your people help us pull out of the other vein.”

“And if what you offer us turns out to be more than you think it is? We’ve seen the words of white men broken easily before. Those spoken and written. Keep your words…”

Her words trailed off as I pulled my belt knife free with my other hand and slashed it across the palm of the hand I’d raised before her. Wincing slightly as the flesh parted, red blood flowing, I held the hand out.

“I’m not a negotiator, ma’am. If I say a thing, that’s it. I offer you my bond by word and blood. If you help me build the homestead I’ve dreamed of for those I love, I’ll see you’re taken care of the best I’m able.”

The old crone sat there for long seconds staring at me as if I were a puzzle as my blood dripped on the tabletop, before holding out one hand. It took me a moment to realize what for, then I hastily laid the knife hilt first in her hand.

With a quick motion she slashed her palm without bothering to wince, then shook my hand in an unsurprisingly strong grip.

“I wasn’t expecting to make a grandson this evening, but the blood bond is made. Lian, gather your things. It seems you’re to be the concubine of a mountain king.”

I wanted to argue with her, but I could feel a half dozen eyes on us staring through the open doorway and kept my silence. Sylvia gripped my hand tightly, whispering quiet words in my ear.

“Beautifully done, now let’s get the hell out of here before she makes us carry her dirty laundry along with us!”

“A runner will come to you this evening during the witching hour,” Wushan said. “Be ready to go and quickly. They will take you to a hidden dock where Lian and a boat will be waiting to take you across the bay.”

“Thank you again, Wushan,” I said, “and I hope this isn’t the last time we get to meet.”

“Me either,” the old woman said. “You’re an interesting fellow. Deeper than you first seem.” Turning, she spoke to the girl in her language and Lian blushed, her eyes darting from Delilah to me, then her cheeks grew flame red.
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Jin-Yip’s milky white eyes didn’t look our way as we exited the small opening, but I could feel the man’s attention on us. I didn’t have time to worry about the scary old man, or the pain of my injuries as we hurried back to the building. I was too busy wondering how I was going to explain to Grace that I’d somehow managed to rope another pretty young woman into coming along on our adventures.

As we left Chinatown, we got a much different reaction than we had when we entered. People stood up straighter and several met my eyes, offering nods or even weak smiles. Occasionally I heard the words “Wang,” “Huang di,” and “Shen,” repeated as people stopped to watch me walk past or point. I had no idea what they meant, but I was happier they weren’t always too down beaten and morose as they’d first seemed.

“Your mother has some esplaining to do,” Sylvia said, striding at my side, her black and red skirts kicking as her heels clicked on the cobblestones, her accent thickening as her emotions got the better of her. “Princess? Phah! I’m the bastard daughter of a whore, and she plays those games with me? I show her chinga tu madre puta hota machon.”

The woman continued on in a quiet angry mutter, but it was Delilah I watched with concern. The blonde was subdued, her curls barely bouncing as she walked on my other side. The knowledge that Grace might have nobility in her lineage didn’t surprise me at all, but it did make it hard to rationalize why she’d decided to settle down with a stranger in the mountains.

When we arrived back at the bank, we found Jasmine and Grace waiting for us in the kitchen on the third floor. I could see the moment I saw her that Grace had already heard about her uncle.

“You’ve heard about Uncle Albert, then?”

“Your Uncle Albie, the little ole Prince of England, Albert? Si, we heard!” Sylvia snapped, pacing back and forth. She glanced up when Lilliana entered the room, pulling a thin robe over her shoulders, along with Esther, who sauntered in with her shirt half undone and a pair of buckskin pants on and nothing else.

“Take it easy on Grace, Sylvia,” Esther said, pulling a bottle of whiskey down and pouring out glasses. “Listen to the whole tale.”

“Will you tell us?” I asked Grace, taking the seat beside her and accepting two fingers of whiskey from Esther.

“There isn’t much to tell,” Grace said with a little sigh and took a glass as well, taking a quick sip, grimacing at the taste and speaking into the waiting silence. “Mother was a chambermaid at the Osborn House. There she met… my father. Their affair was brief, but Abigail found herself with child. My father’s wife didn’t take the news well and after my mother gave birth, men were sent to… deal with us.

“My grandmother intervened, spiriting us onto a ship bound for the New World. She and I kept up a correspondence for many years, and she paid for much of my education, but mother didn’t fare well in the climate of Philadelphia and New York.”

“Your grandmother,” Sylvia said, her tone flat, “who was…”

“Alexandrina Victoria, by the Grace of God, Queen of England, Ireland, and France. Defender of the Faith.”

A deafening silence reigned after she dropped those words in our laps, and I felt myself growing uneasy. Had the granddaughter of a queen, really had her lips wrapped around my manhood not five hours before? The thought made me giddy and sick feeling at the same time.

“And that,” Grace said, watching my expression closely, “is why I didn’t want to speak of these things. You see me differently now. See Delilah different… and we’ll never live up to those expectations.”

I couldn’t hold in the booming laughter that ripped its way out of my chest and found myself groaning in pain as the laughter rolled on, my stitches tugging and a pain in my sides forming as I tried to get the laughter under control. The others were looking at me like I’d lost my mind, all except Sylvia who’d begun to chuckle as well.

“I’m sorry,” I said, wiping a tear from one eye as I reached down and took Grace’s hand. I could feel her bristling as I took her delicate little fist in mine, but she softened as I spoke. “I don’t mean to laugh. I know it must have been a struggle for you, but I couldn’t even point out England or France on a map. And the thought that I might think better or less of you because of your blood…” I shook my head. “Tell us of this uncle, that’s what’s important.”

The woman’s light blue eyes brimmed with unshed tears as she gripped my hand tight, silently thanking me.

“He might think it doesn’t matter, but I think it’s a beautiful story, princess,” Sylvia said, and I felt Grace tense, expecting a barb any moment.

“I’m not royalty,” Grace said, a hint of primness in her tone. “I was born illegitimate.”

“Exactly,” Sylvia said, “we share that in common.” Grace’s demeanor shifted then, opening slightly to the Madame, as she took another deeper sip from her whiskey. “Now tell of this Albert and what his plans might be.”

“They won’t be Albert’s plans but my brother’s, though I doubt we’ll find any evidence of his fingers involved. The crown is excellent at orchestrating situations, so colonization is efficacious. Jasmine, why don’t you tell John and your mother what you discovered in the books today.”

The tall teen sat drew herself up in her chair and pulled a folio out of the leather case at her feet. Referencing pages with her elegant handwriting across it she spoke in her cool mellifluous voice.

“There have been over a dozen deposits into the bank’s coffers from a mysterious source, paying in pound sterling. Most has been transferred into the holdings of the rulers in Mexico. I can’t be sure of its intent, but I can infer from the other deposits that have been made.” The girl glanced at her mother and grimaced. “Which have gone to a man now stylizing himself as General Galveston.” Sylvia frowned at the familiar name. “As well as several of his captains and lieutenants who have been paid off, in order to march their men from the deep south all the way across the mountains and down into the territory. One of those captains, whose received a considerable sum, is a man named Esposito.”

Sylvia hissed in anger. “Pinche guero!”

“There have been deposits made to certain pirate captains as well, and a look at the harbor documents shows nearly all of the captains who were paid are docked in the city or surrounding settlements.”

“So whatever they’re planning, it’s going to happen soon,” I said with a grunt. “I don’t like it but don’t see how it concerns us, other than as a warning to get the heck gone as fast as possible.”

“I agree,” Grace said nodding. “I’ve begun to make arrangements, but it’s going to take a while. There are few ships free and those that are, are being watched.”

“John has an answer to that,” Delilah said, her eyes beginning to crinkle into a smile, “and he roped another one, just like you said he would.”

“We still have to discuss how you kept secret that you’re fucking nobility!” Sylvia said, her hair a touch disheveled and her makeup in a bit of disarray, which was very unlike her.

“John is fucking nobility, dear, I never have,” Grace said, causing a gasp of shock from most in the room, then a burst of laughter as everyone realized the joke she’d said but none laughed harder than Sylvia, who finally came over to the table and pulled up a chair and a glass of whiskey.

We spoke of our meeting with the Chinese and Grace listened with sharp eyes. When she heard of the deal I’d made, she flashed me a smile filled with pride and approval. I couldn’t remember my father ever having looked or spoken to me in a way that made me feel half so good about myself.

“Jasmine and I have been looking at efficiency reports, and it’s a better deal than you might think,” Grace said.

“From what I’ve seen,” Jasmine said, referencing a strange sheet of tiny boxes all pressed together in neat rows, and filled with numbers and calculations, “mines worked by Chinese crews who’ve been educated in demolitions and mineralogy from the railroads, are more than fifteen percent more efficient than those who don’t. If the shaft closest to home extends for even only a dozen more feet, then your decision will prove to be profitable.”

A few of the words sounded like a foreign language, but I got what she was saying.

“Let’s drink to profits then,” Esther said, raising her glass.

“And my daughter,” Sylvia said, her eyes taking on a similar approving look as Grace’s had. “Who it turns out learned more at those expensive boarding schools than I thought.”

It wasn’t exactly a compliment, but from Jasmine’s pretty blush and the smile she shared with her mom, the first of its kind I’d seen, it meant a lot to her. After that we pulled out maps, plotting our route north, then east. We would have to get our horses, then we’d ride north, avoiding the eastern hills with their bandits and pirates. After staying at the Mission Sylvia assured us would give us succor, we could ride east for the mountains.

“You still intend to keep your word?” Sylvia asked, and there was a hardness in her tone, but I saw a wariness in her eyes, like a wounded animal wary of being hit again.

“Yes.” I said it simply, meeting her eyes and holding them until she nodded.

“Speaking of which,” Grace said smoothly, reaching for the bottle of whiskey and filling all the glasses but mine. “I think it’s time we ladies had our first quorum. Sylvia, do you think now is an appropriate time to decide… arrangements?”

“I think I’ll leave then,” I said, standing and pushing the chair back. “Get started on packing.”
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The women gave me long suffering looks as I slipped out of the kitchen and up the stairs. They knew I had so few belongings in the city it wouldn’t take but two minutes to stuff everything into my saddlebags. The last place I wanted to be though was in the room when Grace and Sylvia set to one another.

“What is she like?” Jasmine asked, her voice reaching me up the stairs, as did the creak of her feet and Delilah’s as they followed me up.

“I couldn’t tell, she’s quiet. Like you were. But soooo pretty. You’re going to love her hair, it’s like liquid black silk or something! And she’s got the tiniest little hands and feet…”

Putting the girls’ talk out of my mind, I stuffed my saddlebags full and wondered what I was going to do to burn up the hours before we had to move. The sound of the feather mattress shifting drew my attention over to the bed, where I saw Delilah pressing Jasmine down. The blonde’s firm little butt poking up and her skirts swaying as she and the Latina kissed passionately.

Grinning, I dropped my saddlebags and slid up behind Delilah. The blonde purred in pleasure and grinned back at me as I slipped her skirts over her hips and pulled down her tiny panties. Jasmine pulled her back into the kiss, her hands pulling the teen’s pale butt cheeks aside as I pressed my tongue against Delilah’s lips.

“Mhhmmm, lick me, John,” Delilah moaned. “Oh god, I’m melting!”

Delilah’s face pressed into the sheets as Jasmine spun around, slipping her head between the blonde’s thin thighs. The Latina’s tongue joined mine as we teased and licked the girl to a body shaking orgasm. While she still shook in pleasure, I whipped down my pants and stepped out of them, letting Jasmine press my cock into Delilah’s incredible tightness.

The dark-haired beauty’s eyes were bright with joy as her head hung off the edge of the mattress, my cock driving into Delilah’s tightness inches from her lips and tongue. Reaching down, I pressed the blonde’s head between Jasmine’s long legs and the blonde giggled in pleasure as she pulled up her skirts and got to work.

I took my time fucking Delilah, letting her work Jasmine into a frenzy, before switching off, clothes flying as I flipped the Latina teen over and took her bent over in the same place as her friend.

“Fill her, John,” Delilah purred, standing beside me and slapping Jasmine’s ass after a few thrusts. “Fill her full with your hot stuff… Mhmm.” She nipped my bottom lip, and bounced on her heels, making her firm teen tits bounce. “Then I can taste both of you together.”

“Holy fuck, girl,” I growled, one hand cupping Delilah’s tight ass as I lost control of my thrusting, the orgasm exploding out of me.

“NNghh, yes, baby! I can feel you… so full mmmm.”

Jasmine slumped onto the bed as Delilah dropped to her knees and sucked my cock into her mouth. The girl’s cheeks were flush and her nipples hard as she pulled on my ass, goading me into fucking her little mouth in order to harden once more.

“You’re insatiable, darling.” I grinned as I placed one hand behind her head and watched in awe as my dick slipped down her throat. “Fuck… mhmmm that’s good.”

“Nghhkk llluuubbb yyyuuggghhh.” Her blue eyes shone as she shoved herself forward onto my dick.

“Get my lover’s cock hard again, little mouth whore,” Jasmine purred as she slipped off the bed, her massive, firm breasts crushed together as she pressed herself to my side and placed her hand atop mine and pushed with even more force than I did. “We paid good money to have a bed slave as pretty as a princess… Don’t disappoint us.”

“NGGHHHH!!”

There was a small splash, and I grimaced as Delilah’s teeth scraped my cock, but when I saw how powerfully she’d shook in orgasm and the wetness dribbling down her thighs from squirting, I grinned wide, reminded once again how powerful her fetish of being made into a whore was.

“Look at that,” Jasmine said with a frown, her fingers tightening into a fist and hauling Delilah’s head back off my cock. Shaking her head, she continued, “You’ve left teeth marks on my lover’s beautiful penis. You’re going to have to pay for that.”

“Yes, Mistress, I am so sorry Mistress, but your words they… Please let me serve you both.” Delilah’s lips flashed into an eager grin as her joy broke through, then she stifled the expression, her entire body shivering with pleasure as she awaited an order.

“Bend over the desk,” Jasmine said, and I felt the girl’s excitement at the play and stole a quick kiss, as Delilah hopped up to obey, loving the impish grin on Jasmine’s features. “You will count out with every spank, thanking your master for purchasing you to be his little blonde whore.”

“Yeessss, mistress,” Delilah said, her eyes pressed shut tightly and her legs trembling with anticipation as she stood bent over the desk, naked and vulnerable.

I stood, slowly stroking myself and enjoying the spectacle. There are few sights more enticing than Jasmine naked and standing in the open light. The girls tall, slender beauty was breathtaking, but it was her growing confidence in herself and the blossoming of her true personality that claimed my attention and I watched in awe as she mastered the girl she loved, respected, and until so recently was too in awe of to contemplate such an act.

Stepping around the desk, Jasmine picked up a long thick ruler Grace used for her numbers, and I heard Delilah draw in a hiss of breath. The blonde’s toes gripped the thick rug in anticipation, and I saw twin tracks of her juices making their way down the gap between her pale thighs.

SLAP!

“Nghh! One… Thank… you… Master for letting me be your little blonde whore.”

“Purchasing…” Jasmine reminded, the ruler swishing through the air and making Delilah flinch and moan, but if it was pleasure or the absence of expected pain, I wasn’t sure.

SLAP!

“TWO! Thank you, master! For purchasing me as your Little! Blonde! Whore!”

There was genuine relish in Delilah’s voice as she shouted the words, and a creak caused me to look over to the door where Esther was pulling my bedroom door closed. The lanky blonde threw me a wink and blew me a kiss before the door shut behind herself and I was left with the wicked display before me.

SLAP!

“Three! Thank you Master for purchasing me as your little butt whore!”

“Prove it,” Jasmine said, and I was surprised to see her snatch up Delilah’s head by her blonde curls.

The move looked violent and jarring, but the Latina only made it seem so as she manipulated Delilah around, pushing her tight teen ass out.

“I think my husband deserves a special treat before he heads out on his trip… I want to see him fuck this tiny little hole.”

Delilah’s eyes went wide when Jasmine slipped a finger in her bum, and the blonde moaned. Jasmine stepped over to the basin and came back with a handful of soft soap, coating my cock, then slipping two fingers into Delilah’s tight ass and working them in. The sight of the gorgeous tall teen fingering the little blonde’s ass with hard little thrusts, her massive breasts jiggling, had me hard as steel as I stroked the soap around my cock.

“I want to watch her put it in, wife,” I said as I stepped up behind the teen and pressed the fat head of my cock in place.

“Mhmm do it, whore. Fuck this giant dick with this adorable little butt.” Jasmine was enjoying this nearly as much as Delilah, who was incoherent as she pressed her ass back against me, grunting as the tight head slipped through and sighing in pleasure as she slowly pushed back with a little hump.

I watched in awe as my cock disappeared into Delilah’s ass and felt Jasmine’s nails dig into my ass, shoving me forward.

“Nggh yes!” Delilah’s scream of pleasure was all the encouragement I needed as I fucked the girl with slow strokes that grew ever harder and fiercer.

It wasn’t long before I flooded Delilah’s bowels, Jasmine’s lips pressed to mine as she stared into my eyes. The girl’s look was one of awe and I knew the power and control she felt in that moment as both her best friend and I came from her orchestration.
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After that we drew a bath, taking our time as we had Delilah bathe us. The girl seemed to get an extra treat out of bathing Jasmine, assuming the guise of a lady’s maid until they both fell into giggles and jumped atop me in the small tub, making a mess. It was there, with the two in my arms and my cock rising once again, that Lilliana found us. Jasmine’s aunt threw open the door, and I knew from the tightness around the woman’s eyes that something was wrong immediately and was rising as she spoke.

“Prince Albert’s landed across the bay and sent men here to apprehend the ‘Mistress of Gold.’ He’ll learn who she really is any moment, Grace says, and then we’ll have an army coming down on us, instead of a few Pinkertons. We have to go, now.”

“Did Wushan send her person, yet?” I asked, stepping from the tub and tossing the one towel to Jasmine and Delilah as I grabbed my shirt.

Lilliana was staring at the muscles of my abs and down to the semi erection hanging down my thighs and swallowed hard, eyes unfocused before she went on.

“Not yet, but Grace sent someone from the bank. They should be here any moment.”

“Get packed fast,” I said to the girls, but they were already moving, not bothering to use the towel I’d tossed them as they hurried out to their room.

“Now I see why Sylvia’s so head over heels for you…” The slender woman shook her head and looked up at me with a surprisingly frank stare. “You ever want to get into the whoring game, I could make a loooooot of money of just this… you standing around naked for women or men to ogle. I don’t even like men, but this…” She ran her eyes up and down me again, in a way that had me blushing and feeling more embarrassed than I ever could remember. “There’s something here.”

I frowned at her as I tried to edge past, but she didn’t budge, and I jumped back when she reached out to touch my cock with a curious finger.

“What? You let the other’s play with it but not me?” My mouth gawped like a fish and the woman barked a sharp laugh and patted me on the chest. “Relax, big boy, I’m not going to bite.”

“I care for her very much,” I said, suddenly seeing through the woman’s behavior, “but I would never want to come between love—”

Lilliana pressed two fingers to my lips and her eyes were hard as agates for a second, then they softened, and she smiled a sad little grin.

“I could almost wish I felt what she does for you. You’re a good man, John, but I’m too old and too burdened by my past to have any assumptions about what could wait for me in the future. Esther is… well, she’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met, but she’s not for me, alone. You understand?”

I nodded and watched her walk off and couldn’t help the wave of sadness when I thought of what the world must have done to her. Like her sister, she was a beautiful woman, though not as rare in her endowments. With her predilections, and coming from her profession, it must have been doubly hard.

Dark thoughts were hovering around in my mind when I stood on the landing downstairs, saddlebags over one shoulder and my pistols on my hips. The women were all packed and ready to go. When I looked around, it seemed that most of them had more luggage than when we arrived, though blessedly it was all light enough they could carry it all themselves down to the quay.

“Is this everyone?” asked a slender woman with a thick accent. When I nodded she motioned us to follow her.

I motioned the women on, Esther in the lead and Delilah and Jasmine right behind her. I took up the rear, making sure the women pulled up their hoods as we slipped into a narrow alleyway.

The woman seemed to know the warren of alleyways and streets like the back of her hand and led us through the darkness without pause. There were hundreds of men filling the streets, their drunken carousing broken up by the occasional shouts and fist fights. That they were military men was clear from the way they carried themselves and the array of scars and battle wounds on display, but I didn’t recognize the gray-coated uniforms they wore, without insignia or device.

One thing I saw that sent a chill down my spine was a group of twenty to thirty of the men who surrounded the bank just as we took off into the alleyway. We’d slipped away just in time.

The woman took us to the north and west of where we’d docked, into the fisherman’s wharf. The smell of fish guts and salt air filled our lungs as we slipped through dark buildings that processed the seafood. Finally, we emerged onto the quay and found a fishing sloop waiting for us with a wizened old man sitting behind the tiller.

The man didn’t offer a greeting, just waved us aboard, motioning for our gear to be stowed in the forward section. As Esther helped the women in, I glanced up when I spotted motion in the buildings’ shadows. But it was only Lian and Jin-Yip emerging.

The young woman wore a shiny silk dress and slippers of an odd design. On her back was a wrapped bundle and covering it all, a dark cloak. The old man met my eyes for a long second, before nodding grimly.

“Keep her safe. A good beginning, makes a good ending.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but it had the feel of a proverb or saying. With a shallow dip of his head the man turned and was lost in the shadows, his feet silent on the wooden boardwalks.

“Hi, Lian,” Delilah said, from inside the sloop, shifting over and making room for her. “Ready for an adventure?”

The girl didn’t speak, but I saw her blush a deep red in the moonlight as she grinned wide. Slipping into the boat beside Delilah, the girl clutched her bag and looked around at the women with undisguised awe.

“Aren’t you the loveliest thing?” Grace said, patting the girl’s thigh gently. “John told me everything and don’t worry. We’ll have you safe and in your mother’s arms.”

“We go,” the sailor said in broken English, “now.”

Scanning the quay one last time to make sure we had everything I hopped in and took a seat on a bench near the middle. With a harsh sound, he cut off the ladies’ chatter and pushed off from the pier. I took up the oars at the man’s indication as he steered us with the tiller, and we worked our way out of the wharf, keeping to the darker shadows.

Clouds overhead obscured most of the sky, hiding us further, and when we slipped past the last pier, the headlands appearing on our left, I breathed a sigh of relief that we’d gotten clear. Only to have my heart freeze a moment later when a bright spotlight illuminated our little fishing sloop and the surrounding sea.

“They’re here! Captain, the princess and her posse are sailing across the bay—”

BANG!

I flinched as the gun went off right above my head and almost missed the splash a second later as the spotter tumbled into the sea dead. Esther had taken the man with a single shot, from more than a hundred paces while standing on a rocking ship’s deck. I wanted to sit in awe of her skill, but shouts were erupting all along the wharf, more light appearing and the yellow glow of more lantern spotlights sweeping the dark waters around us.

With Esther standing at my back, I put my back into the oars, heaving hard enough on them that our little fishing sloop shot across the top of the waves. The little fisherman still cowered, fearful of return fire from the shore, but the man was brave, as he half stood and gripped the tiller, flinching whenever another shout went up.

Looking back as I rowed, I saw several of the smaller vessels tied up along the piers with flurries of activities aboard them and knew we’d have company on the bay soon. I couldn’t see how Grace and the rest were doing, but I could hear the woman reassuring the new girl in calm tones.

“John and Esther will keep us safe; you don’t have to worry about a thing. This is a lovely dress, did you make it yourself?”

“Umm, yes?” The shy response was barely audible above the slap of waves against the hull, and my own heaving breath, but I could almost hear the shy smile tug at her lips at Grace’s compliment and I wanted to kiss the woman for being so kind and generous even now.

My shoulders and legs began to burn from the rowing, but I didn’t slow. The sea is a strange and powerful thing, and as it tossed us on her waves, I knew the larger vessels would fare better than our small fishing boat. The old sailor spoke quickly in Chinese, motioning a moment before the sails snapped with a gust of wind.

I barely got the oars out of the water before they were torn from my arms by the power of the wind, whipping us forward. Stowing the oars, I huddled down beside Sylvia and Esther, as the man pulled on a rope, angling the sail to take more wind. My stomach lurched as the little vessel tilted over onto its side and I felt Sylvia’s hands grip me tight. Even Esther crouched lower eyes warily watching the sea rise along one side into a wall that whipped past us.
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The old man had total and complete control of his ship once the sails were full, and he led us in a long looping curl out into the bay, our speed picking up each minute until the water was hissing past.

After a few minutes, and once I felt certain we weren’t going to capsize, I looked back but the lights from the other vessels were still closing on us. The old man saw my expression and smiled a gap-toothed grin and pointed ahead, saying something in his language. I couldn’t see where he was pointing but there wasn’t much I could do about it but sit back down and pray.

Five minutes later, an island swept past us on the eastern side, and I was trying to puzzle out where we were, when the first fingers of fog slipped past. Within moments, the bright lights chasing us disappeared as we slipped into the dense fog banks. Everything was muffled once inside, including the wind, and with a grin the old man motioned to the oars again.

He seemed to get a perverse delight out of watching our wake as I pulled the oars, and the faster I pulled the more he bounced in his seat and grinned at me. The women huddled together for warmth and though they spoke quietly now and then, for the most part they were silent as we passed through the diffuse glow of the fog.

Eventually, the old man motioned for me to slow and pulled out a pole. Darkness loomed out of the fog to either side, as we passed up a narrow tributary. Five minutes later he pushed the sloop against the shore and Esther and I hopped out to hold it in place while the women slipped free with their bags.

The old man spoke quietly with the girl, then flashed us a final gap-toothed grin before pushing his way back into the fog to disappear.

“He says the town we want is east half a day’s walk, but the area is marshy, so take care.”

“All right then,” I said, shouldering my pack after pulling out my rifle and slipping its strap over one shoulder. “Esther take the lead and try to find us a dry path inland. We won’t find anything along the shoreline in the darkness.”

The lanky blonde nodded and set off, hunting for a trail while I made sure each woman’s boots were tight and their packs not too heavy. It took a few minutes to situate out all the weight, unloading a few of the new dresses Delilah had packed, and sharing them around to the women.

When we set out, the moon had nearly fallen and the cloud cover had thinned, letting us see by starlight. Esther found a path leading inland but had to backtrack several times. By the time the morning sun rose, we were exhausted, mud splattered and still deep within the marsh.

“I need to get some elevation,” Esther said after one more trail ended in a marshy dead end. “See if we can get out of this muck.”

“If we keep pushing north, we should exit it eventually,” I said with a grimace, “but we have no idea where that will dump us out, in relation to where our mounts are.”

“Let’s find a tree or something to climb.” I shared Esther’s worries. The surrounding water was brackish and salty, unfit for drinking and we didn’t have much in the way of rations. Our situation could turn dire if we found ourselves lost in these marshes for too long.

It took an hour to find a tree sturdy enough to hold Esther’s weight. A sickly weeping willow, the blonde was able to shimmy twenty feet up its trunk once I gave her a boost. Shading her eyes, she peered all around us and I saw more than heard her curse. Her face was a grim mask when she slipped back down the trunk.

“We’re at least a day’s walk out from the edge of this marsh. It extends all the way north as far as I can see, but to the east there are hills. It looks like the town is on the other side of that, from the traffic I saw in the bay.” Looking around at the mud splattered and exhausted face, she frowned. “We aren’t going to make it there like this. Not and be fit for fighting or running.”

“Let’s find someplace to make camp, then,” I said, slapping at my neck where a bug had landed. “Someplace without bugs, where we can clean up and get some rest.”

It took another three hours, but Esther found us a place with a freshwater spring filling a long clear lake between two embankments before spilling into the delta. Pushing down the tall grasses along one of the embankments, we had a relatively shaded camp. I saw Lian standing awkwardly while the women broke out into their roles from the trail, Esther and Delilah scouting the area, while Grace and Jasmine began setting up a cookfire and the camp.

Motioning the young woman over, I flipped open one of our tents and showed her how to set it up. Retiring and shy at first, the girl never spoke a word, but she learned quickly, her delicate pink lips quirking up into a cute smile as she figured out how the stakes and rope worked to keep the tent taut.

Lian flashed me a grin of pride when the first tent stood standing and moved to help with the second without encouragement. A shot from a rifle nearby caused us all to freeze, but when nothing else sounded, I began to relax. When we were tying off the second tent, Esther and Delilah returned, the latter carrying a long-eared jackrabbit, fat with meat in one hand and a smile of pride stretching from one ear to the other.

“We’ll have roast rabbit for supper!” the bubbly blonde enthused, but Lian hopped up and took the meat from the girl before Grace could.

“I make soup for everyone, yes?” The girl blushed when Delilah grinned at her.

“If you want to do the cooking by all means,” she said and handed her the rabbit.

Lian seemed pleased to have the task, and we watched as she dug into her bag, pulling out a massive cleaver and a large glass jar of spices.

“John, you look like you’ve rolled around in a mud puddle for the last hour,” Grace said, frowning at my mud caked pants and limbs. “Why don’t you go bathe in that pond while we get supper prepared, and the camp set up? I know the girls and I would like to do the same.”

“Keep the fire low,” I said, “and break up the smoke before we’re spotted out here.”

Esther caught my eye when I dug the bar of lye soap out of a pack, and I nodded for her to come along. The lanky blonde plucked at Lilliana’s dress and the three of us worked our way down the pond’s bank, through tall reeds until we found a hump of dry land to stash our clothes and shoes on.

“Let’s give them some time,” Esther said, laying out on the flattened scrub grass and enjoying the sun. “I know Grace wanted to speak with Sylvia tonight and the girls are busy fussing over Lian.”

“She’s a lovely thing, isn’t she?” Lilly asked, sitting beside Esther and laying back, resting her head on the tall woman’s flat stomach.

“Hmm,” Esther said, her eyes watching me as I pulled off my shirt and pants. “The girl’s a quiet thing, but she didn’t complain once, even when she was knee deep in mud.”

“Go on then,” Lilliana said, her lips turning up at the corners as she grinned up at me. “Drop those drawers and let us see it in the light of day.”

“Jesus, Lilly.” Esther laughed, her fingers stoking the woman’s dark hair back from her brow. “You’re going to make him blush.”

“Too late,” I muttered, dropping my pants quickly and splashing into the water as the women let out whoops and even a shrill whistle from the laughing Latina.

My cheeks must have been scarlet, because they burned as I ducked under the water and began scrubbing. The long pond was shallow and warm from heating in the sun all day. As the muddy soap spread across the water’s surface, I took my time, luxuriating. Above me, a wide-open sky stretched, and the warm waters eased the ache in my stitches.

When I stepped free, I found Lilly and Esther wrapped in an embrace. The lanky blonde and her little lover had both stripped one another, and I was treated to my first sight of Lilliana’s slender body in the flesh. The woman glanced up and saw me staring and arched an eyebrow.

“Turnabout’s fair play,” I said, and grinned when the woman cackled out a laugh and stood, drawing Esther up.

“True enough, but you better enjoy your eyeful, because I’m claimed, mhmmm.” She pulled Esther into a passionate kiss.

The blonde gave me a halfhearted shrug, then gave that crooked cocky grin of hers as she let Lilly pull her into the waters. She threw me a wink, then swept Lilly off her feet, one arm beneath the woman’s knees, and fell forward with a mighty splash. The Latina came up squawking and laughing and sent a great wave of water at Esther when she surfaced.
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Ilay for a while and watched the women bathe as they put on a show, but the sound of approaching voices warned me the girls were coming so I started pulling on my clothes. The three of them stepped around the reeds when I was lacing through my belt, and I saw Lian’s dark eyes widen when they fell upon my naked shoulders and torso. The girl seemed especially focused on my arms, tripping when I bent down to pick up my heavy gun belt.

“Lian has the most delicious smelling soup going,” Delilah said, grinning mischievously when she saw the girl staring at me. “She was just telling Jasmine and me this is the first time she’s spent the night away from her grandmother her whole life.”

“It’s all very exciting,” the girl said, her voice barely above a whisper, and her accent surprisingly light. “I read all adventure tales of cowboys and Injuns. Will we get to ride horses?”

“Yes, and you’ll love Copper.” Delilah beamed. “She’s the sweetest horse in the world. John can teach you to ride if you don’t know already.”

“I’d like that,” Lian said, blushing and smiling up at me.

“I’m worried about all the forces moving on the plains,” Jasmine said frowning. “Making our way through them is going to be a challenge.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said, when the tall Latina stepped close, and let me pull her close. “Esther, Delilah and I can see us through. We won’t be dealing with any of that nonsense. If we have to, we can ride up north to the Shasta territory and hook south.”

“It will be good to get back to the mountains,” Jasmine said, her dark eyes holding mine. “I didn’t get to spend enough time seeing your lands.”

“Our lands,” I said, then kissed her wide mouth, savoring the feel of her soft, slender body pressing itself against mine.

When I pulled back from the kiss, I felt Lian’s eyes on us, but I tried not to let it make me self-conscious. Jasmine bit her bottom lip as she stepped back and let her dress drop, just as Delilah was doing, the two of them stirring my manhood to firmness as I watched them neatly folding and setting down their clothes.

“I’ll leave you all to it,” I said, my voice a touch rougher than I intended but when I turned to go, Lian hurriedly flicked off her dress, cheeks turning a bright shade of pink before she turned and fled into the waters, Delilah and Jasmine splashing in behind her and laughing as the blonde joked about the girls flaming behind.

My tongue felt too thick and dry as I made my way back to the camp. I couldn’t quite get the sight of her slender body out of my mind. The young woman was the same age as Delilah and Jasmine, but I’d never seen such a slender, nubile beauty before. Her breasts had been slight, but round, and remarkably, someone had trimmed the thatch of dark hair between her legs. I could clearly see the outline of her tight lips between the wide thigh gap of her slender legs and found myself wondering what her innocence might taste or feel like around my cock.

You’re the worst kind of lecherous fool, I thought to myself, but it wasn’t a castigation, more resigned.

The low sound of voices alerted me that Grace and Sylvia were in deep conversation as I drew close and I was certain to make enough noise, so they heard my approach. There was a burning knot of curiosity inside, dying to know what they’d been talking about, but I couldn’t betray Grace’s trust by eavesdropping.

When I spied the pair, their heads were close and I could see them whispering excitedly, but as I drew close they separated. I saw the atmosphere between the pair had shifted somewhat. Sylvia still shot the occasional frown at Grace, but they were softer and halfway between amusement and disapproval.

“Are the girls bathing?” Grace asked when I took a seat on the ground. “Is the water nice?”

“It’s lovely,” I said. “The pond is clear and bottomed in sand. The sun’s been warming it all day. You two should go before the sun disappears and you lose the light.”

“We will in a moment,” Sylvia said, opening her pack and pulling out one of the fine bottles of wine from the Ambassador’s house and flashing an impish grin. “Why don’t we drink a toast first?”

“I’m not sure this is the best place to be drinking,” Grace said, and I saw her eyes twinkling in delight, the bottle one of her favorite vintages. “But a glass or two won’t hurt.”

Grace and I held out our tin cups for the burgundy liquid, then raised them to one another. I couldn’t help but feeling like this was an important moment for the three of us. With the wind whipping around us and tall reeds swaying, we looked from one another and I knew this was the core. That from here on out, the three of us would be the center of the wheel from which the spokes could radiate.

“To the future,” Grace said, “and to building it together.”

“To new friends and lovers,” Sylvia said, her eyes sparkling in amusement as they locked on mine, “and an end to lonely nights.”

“Here, here,” Grace said, then looked at me, her light blue eyes so like Sylvia’s for the mystery they seemed to hold. “And you John, would you toast anything?”

“May we love who we please and please who we love.”

The words must have come from somewhere, because I’d never been a man of profundity, but they seemed to impress both Grace and Sylvia, whose eyes sharpened on me anew. Trying my best to ignore their looks I took a large gulp of the wine, tasting nothing of the cinnamon or cloves Grace and Jasmine had mentioned when we’d had it before.

I moved to set the cup down, but Sylvia poured another in our glasses, offering Grace a large wink when she went to question why. Shrugging and smiling one of her secret little smiles, Grace sipped down the second glass as we sat in silence around the fire, enjoying one another’s presence.

Sylvia stashed the bottle back in her bag with a wink when the girls returned and I watched her and Grace walking along the embankments newly trod path beside one another, speaking easily, and wasn’t sure if I should be uneasy or happy.

“What happened between them?” Delilah asked me with a grin.

“I’m not sure,” I said, and from my tone it was clear I wasn’t which caused Esther and Lilliana to break out into howling laughter that I didn’t find amusing one bit.

The soup turned out to be delicious, and had large chunks of rabbit, carrot, and turnip in it along with a mélange of exotic spices. Sylvia and Jasmine were the first to try it, recognizing a few of the flavors, and I was too hungry to care what I ate, but I saw Esther show some hesitation.

She watched everyone else carefully as they ate before digging in, and when I asked her why as we were clearing up, she whispered, “Watch out for the red paste they like to put in everything. I had a meal in Chinatown two days ago that melted my tongue off and had me shitting water for an afternoon.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

I didn’t have the easterner’s issues with spices. Though my tongue wasn’t leather and iron like Lilliana and Sylvia, I’d grown up on mountain peppers and even some of the hotter desert peppers when they arrived for trade or purchase.

The girls were exhausted from a day slogging through the marshes and bedded down early, pulling Lian into their tent with them. I could hear their whispers late into the evening as they peppered Lian with questions about China and her time in the city. Esther and Lilliana slipped behind their tent flap, and low moans rose from their blankets a few minutes later.

I was left with Grace and Sylvia still a bit tipsy from the wine earlier and eager for more once the coast was clear. Sylvia pulled the bottle free when the last of Esther and Lilliana was seen. Not bothering with cups the woman took a hearty swig from the bottle and handed it to Grace, who did the same.

“I was telling Sylvia about how glorious your lovemaking is,” Grace said, her words shocking me into a coughing splutter, but the patrician beauty went right on. “She mentioned something I hadn’t thought of.”

“What if we’re just not… compatible?” The heat in Sylvia’s eyes as she stared across the cook fire at me set my heart to hammering.

“What are you saying?” I asked Grace suspiciously.

“I’m saying that if you plan to marry this woman, you better prove to her that it’s worth it,” Grace said, that special smile of hers finding its way onto her lips.

Looking over at Sylvia, I caught the beautiful Madame’s eyes, a question in mine and was surprised to see a shy blush work its way onto her cheeks, reflected in the fires glow, and she ducked her head then fled within the smallest tent which had been set aside for her and Lilly.

“Go to her, John,” Grace purred, sitting up from where she rested on one elbow and planting a soft kiss on my cheek. “Show her she’s loved, and seen.”
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Ineeded no further encouragement as I rose on shaky legs and approached the small tent. I’d been preparing mentally for this eventuality but hadn’t been ready for the women to spring it on me so suddenly. There was no way I was passing it up though. Grace’s genuine excitement was palpable as she watched me approach the tent, and when I glanced back the woman had an eager grin on her face and gave me a quick nod, shooing me along.

Almost laughing at Grace’s obvious arousal at the situation, I stifled the emotion, knowing it was the wrong one to bring within this sacred space. Pushing the flap aside, I felt like a virgin schoolboy approaching his first lover as I paused in the entrance.

“Don’t just sit there and let all the cold air in,” Sylvia said, her tone oddly fussing.

Ducking past the flaps I could just see in the dim evening light filtering in. The gorgeous Latina lay on the unfurled bedroll, propped up on one elbow in the act of unlacing her dress. Her eyes met mine then shied away again, nervously, and I sensed in the awkward atmosphere that she was less sure of herself than she’d always make it appear to be.

As I crawled forward slowly, brushing the skirts of her dress as I drew close, she lay there frozen like an animal frozen in shock. Reaching out with a gentle hand, I plucked hers away from the laces of her dress and reached up to cup one smooth, lovely cheek, but she turned away.

“It’s been so many years… please be… gentle with me.” Her words reached deep into me, tapping into my core being and need to protect those I love. For half a second I thought she might be manipulating me, but there could be no faking the fragility in her as she let down the last of her defenses.

In silent response, I cupped her cheek with rough fingers and drew her into a kiss. The explosion of sensation within me, like my soul was leaping for joy, reminded me of that first stolen kiss with Grace. Sylvia must have felt the same, because she moaned out softly, her stiff back melting against my hand as I ran it down, popping buttons as I did.

“Oh, si,” Sylvia moaned onto my lips as our tongues grazed one another lightly, testing and searching.

Like teenagers exploring the joys of the flesh for the first time, we lay there for long minutes just kissing and caressing one another. That Sylvia was out of practice was plain from the start, but in a short time, her soft lips were kissing me as well as any ever had. It was the feel of her incredible body, beneath the fine black dress that was driving me crazy, and I finally popped the last button free.

Instead of the brash, brazen, and confident woman I’d grown so used to, I beheld a shy woman, vulnerable and scared of the reaction she might see in her lover. She shouldn’t have worried, because the woman’s fine figure looked even more stunning in the flesh and as my eyes widened, beholding her massive soft breasts and her wide, smooth hips and waist, she could see the obvious reaction her beauty had on me.

“You really think I’m beautiful,” she whispered, not a question but an awed statement.

In answer I gathered her glorious breasts close and kissed first one, then the other, watching her large dark nipples harden and loving how the firm rubbery flesh rolled between my lips. Sylvia’s moans grew louder, and her fingers laced through my hair. I felt a downward pressure and grinned as I began kissing my way down her smooth belly to the treasure waiting below.

“Besame… Besame…”

I didn’t know the words Sylvia was speaking, but their meaning was plain. The first touch of lips to pussy sent the Latina into a shaking and shuddering orgasm, her heels thudding into the bedrolls and her fingers fisting in my hair. Then I got down to work, tasting and teasing her sex, as I worked her close to another orgasm, but left her hanging there right on the brink for long minutes.

“Please… oh please, you gorgeous man… Si!”

When I suckled on her firm clit, one finger teasing the insides of her, right at the patch of rough flesh I’d learned about, Sylvia had a massive, body shaking orgasm that left her weak and shaking. She pulled me up her body, and I grinned when she rolled against me, her arms pressing those massive tits together. She surprised me by kissing me passionately, heedless of her own juices smeared across my lips.

“That was… Hngg… get prepared my beautiful man,” Sylvia purred, her fingers flicking free my belt with the consummate skill of a professional and then slipping my cock free as she grinned in surprise. “Mhmm, I’m going to give you a taste of what you’ll receive on our wedding night… Si?”

“Mhmm,” I moaned, nodding as she moved between my spread thighs, her large breasts hanging down and swaying as she got into position.

The woman might have been out of practice, but the fingers she slipped down my cock had me twisting in place. The woman knew just the places to touch, and the exact right amount of pressure to employ to have me squirming in place. The light was too dim to make out much, but the feel of her warm breath teasing the head of my cock was all the warning I got before her thick lips slipped over the head.

“Oh gaaaawwwdddd,” I moaned, as the woman’s head sank lower and lower, the tight ring of her throat stretching around my cock as she took me down to the root, her tongue teasing as she worked her way back up.

Her gasping breath sounded excited, and she ran two hands up and down my cock, coating it in the slick saliva from the back of her throat and mewling in pleasure as she placed gentle kisses around the fat head.

“You’re… muah… magnificent… mhmm!”

I could only shudder in place as the woman worked me over with a skill I’d never dreamed was possible. Her every flick of tongue or pursing of lips had me writhing at her mercy and the woman knew it, taking particular delight when she took me deep and stayed there for long seconds. Tonsils working as she swallowed gently, I could only moan in pleasure but right before my cock was about to spew a massive load she slipped back up, licking, and sucking me with quick motions of tongue and fingers.

“You aren’t getting off that easily,” Sylvia purred as she released my cock and breathed on it with her warm breath, and I wanted to groan in protest but wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

I could see her dark eyes twinkling in amusement as she tortured me with pleasure. I couldn’t say how long the woman spent teasing and edging me with her lips, tongue, and fingers, but I was delirious with pleasure by the time my cock finally erupted across her gorgeous face and thick lips. Witnessing her licking it all down and purring in contentment as she cradled my softening cock against her cheek, planting gentle kisses along its length, I pulled her up beside me.

Sylvia pressed her thighs together when I tried to roll her over, and I felt her stiffen.

“Grace and I promised… not until the wedding night, for either of us… Are you disappointed?”

“Yes,” I said in all honesty, enjoying the smile of pride that broke out on Sylvia’s face, “but I think it’s a good idea. Give us a chance to… mhmm, get to know each other better.”

My softening cock slipped between the woman’s thighs, and she clamped them down, the smooth flesh gripping me tight. Pulling the blankets over us, I pulled the woman close, smelling the cloves and cinnamon in her hair and wondering once again how I’d gotten so lucky.

Sylvia had a rough past, but no worse than any other who’d grown up where she did. In spite of that, she’d built a business, carving out an independence for herself and her loved ones. That was something I had profound respect for, even more so because she’d done it as a woman.

I wasn’t sure I fully understand what she was giving up by abandoning that freedom but swore to myself to never take it or her for granted.

Waking in the middle of the night, I felt a hot wetness rubbing up and down the length of my hardness as I lay on my back. Reaching up to grip the woman’s wide hips, I nearly shoved it up within the tightness beckoning me but managed to master myself. Sylvia clung to my shoulders and though she gasped when I woke, her movements never ceased. Instead, she lost her rhythms and I felt a gentle spray of her fluids coating my cock as she ground her hard little clit up and down it.

The sight of Sylvia’s back arched, massive breasts thrust out and pressed together as she rode me as the moon highlighted her outline was an amazing sight to wake up to. It was nothing compared to when the sedate Madame slipped down my body and wrapped those huge tits around my cock and suckling the head, treated me to a heavenly boob job, until she swallowed all of my cum down. There was no teasing and edging now. Sylvia worked with purpose, her dark eyes watching my face in the night for signs of exactly what got me off and was rewarded minutes later.

Pleased with herself, the woman slipped back within the circle of my arms without a word and pressed her wide ass back against my slick cock and snuggled close. Taking my wrist, she pulled my arm around her and wiggled in even closer in one of the cutest little moves I’d ever seen, and grinning, I hugged her close.

Kissing the back of her neck, I let my fingers wander across her soft skin, savoring those curves I’d longed to see and touch. We didn’t fall asleep for hours, kissing, touching, and caressing one another in the dark until our hands gave each other relief once more as we stared deep into the other’s eyes. I felt Sylvia’s sex tighten around my fingers, her body shuddering in bliss as my seed splashed across her belly. Sated once again and exhausted, we passed out, finally.
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Iwoke an hour before dawn and pried myself free of Sylvia’s embrace. The beautiful Latina grumbled about the cold, then curled back up in the blankets as I pulled on my clothes and slipped free of the tent. My injuries were especially stiff in the morning, and I took a few minutes to stretch them out and limber up for a long day of hiking ahead.

A sound drew my attention to the shoreline, and I saw Lian sitting near the lapping waves, gazing up at the wide-open night sky. Taking up a blanket from one of the packs, I walked over and lay it around the girl’s shoulders who looked up in surprise and blushed as she smiled in thanks, clutching the blanket close.

“Xiè Xiè,” the girl said, then she saw my puzzled frown and said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, taking a seat near her. “This all must be a little scary. Leaving home for the first time with strangers, and on the run from men who want us dead or worse.”

“Is like a dream,” the girl said, her white teeth flashing in the darkness. “Will we get shot at?”

“It’s likely,” I said frowning at the excited look in the tiny teens features. “I’m worried getting our horses and the carriage will end up in a confrontation, but you don’t have to worry any. Esther, me and the rest can handle ourselves in a fight if it comes down to it.”

“I no worry,” the girl said, her confidence surprising me, “but… could I try holding one of the guns?”

“Have you never shot one before?” I asked. Pulling one of the pistols from my hip and rocking open the cylinder I dropped the ammunition into my hand and passed it over.

I didn’t want to run the risk of an accident occurring, but the girl didn’t seem to mind at all that the heavy Colt wasn’t loaded. Her dark eyes went wide, and the grin nearly split her face in half as she turned the gun over in her hands. I pointed to the hammer and trigger, describing how everything worked.

“Once we’re some place safe, with room for it, Esther and I will teach you how to shoot. If you’re going to be living up in the mountains it is a necessary skill for hunting and protecting yourself and your land.”

“Hmm,” the girl said nodding. “Is same in China, but we use feet and hands.” She made a little fist with one hand while handing me back the gun. “Bow and arrow for hunting. I good with both, but not as good as Uncle Jin-Yip.”

“He was your uncle?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. “He was… an impressive man. I don’t know why, but I got the impression that he’s seen everything.”

The girl was nodding. “War, kings, family… the grandmaster seen everything. But he doesn’t like the city. Too dirty and close.”

“Hmph,” I grunted in agreement.

We sat for long minutes staring up at the slowly lightening sky. When a noise alerted me to others waking, I went to fetch water, then helped to break down camp. We were packed up and back on the muddy trail once there was light enough to see by. My feet sunk to the ankles in the mud, as I carried the heaviest pack by far, two of the tents weighing me down.

Esther guided us on a more or less straight path through the marsh and we were skirting the low hills fronting the little seaside town. Dark green, spread-limbed sea trees crowded the coast, and hills here, making it easy to pass undetected out of the marsh and up into the hills.

It was noon by the time we were settling down on the far side of the hills beneath a spreading tree. Esther and I were watching the town, while the others prepared lunch. There was a small contingent of soldiers, but they were bivouacked on the far side, and looked to be preparing to march east into the central valley.

“I could get in and out with the mounts in twenty minutes,” Esther said, “but if they’ve laid a trap for us, it could get dicey.”

“I’ll go,” I said. “You stay here and watch the girls. If you see anything that looks suspicious, pull back up into these hills and if you have to, head north to Sylvia’s Mission and I’ll meet you along the way.”

“I don’t like splitting up like this,” Grace said, “even for a bit. That town’s going to be a powder keg, and anything could happen to you, John.”

“I will go with,” Lian said, her quiet little voice firm with resolve, drawing every eye to the tiny Asian teen. “Can you put on disguise? Hide that golden hair and chiseled jaw?”

“I have a few things that could work,” Lilliana said, digging into her bag.

“And I have a boot polish that could darken that hair of his,” Sylvia said, nodding.

“Oh no,” Jasmine said, stepping over and running her fingers through my hair. “A shame to darken such beautiful locks.”

“It’s only for a short time,” Grace said, but I saw a similar frown of sadness on her face before she wiped it away. “And with the right robes, the disguise might even work from a distance. Although you’ll be the biggest Chinese man anyone’s ever seen.”

“You look even bigger beside, Lian.” Delilah laughed. “I’m jealous, whenever you stand beside John, you look so tiny and adorable. I wish I was as slender and little as you.”

“But you’re so blessed by your ancestors,” Lian said, her eyes locked upon the bubbly blonde’s bouncing boobs in a way that was almost comical.

“Tell my back and shoulders they’re blessings,” Delilah grumbled.

The women seemed far too excited about playing dress-up with me than they should have given the stakes of the situation. I refused to wear the full robe without my pants, after trying it on and seeing how my manhood made a massive lump in the front.

“You sure?” Lilliana asked, with an eyebrow raised and a frank stare that put a hint of a blush in my cheeks. “That hog would certainly be distracting. Would pull attention away from that face, which is going to give you away, no matter how much eye make-up we put on you.”

“It doesn’t need to be perfect,” I said, tightening my belt as I pulled on my pants. “Just enough to fool anyone on lookout from a glance.”

“I think you’ll do that,” Esther said with a nod of approval when I stood before them.

Sylvia’s boot polish had turned my hair pitch black, and once she’d wiped the excess out, stopped leaving dark smears on my forehead and neck. The women seemed slightly taken aback as they stared at the dark hair and my pale blue eyes, and I saw Jasmine nod in approval.

“I take it back,” the tall, Latina teen said. “That hair and those eyes… you look very handsome, John.”

“Ravishing,” Sylvia said, her dark eyes twin to her daughters as she stood beside Jasmine. “You look ravishing. Now you just need a nice suit, perhaps a shiny pair of boots… mmmhmm!”

“Black wool,” Grace said, nodding, “with a blue vest and pure white undershirt. Those would fit you nicely.”

“I’m getting the hell out of here,” I said, “before you ladies have me dancing in pink lace and silks.”

“Pink would be perrrfect!” Delilah said, as I turned to go, my shoulder tightening as the others agreed with her.

I tried to tune out their comments about silk small clothes and “just a bit of lace around the neck and wrists, nothing gawdy…” That last comment, offered in such a reasonable tone, had me motioning Lian to follow me.

“John, I’ll be watching from the tree line,” Esther said as I passed her cleaning her long rifle. “You have anyone on your tail you head straight for that oak down there and we’ll be waiting to pick them off. Stay safe.”

Offering her a return nod, I set off down the hill. The long white “robe” I wore was a combination of two silk gowns that Delilah and Sylvia had packed. Neither had been large enough to cover me, so Delilah and Lian had taken strips of cloth and made a wrap of sorts around me with the white silk garments.

I tried not to feel like a total fool with silk fluttering around me and locks of dark hair falling in front of my eyes, surprising me each time they did, but it was hard. Lian, stepping quickly at my side, was silent and oddly calm. The girl hadn’t shown the slightest hint of nerves, besides a great deal of shyness, since she’d first climbed into the sloop, and I found myself worried that she wasn’t getting the seriousness of what was happening.

“When we get into town, we’ll head straight for the stables. Keep your head down and if anyone shouts at us to stop, don’t. Just keep walking. If there’s fighting, keep close and let me handle it.”

Her lips turned down in an adorable little frown, but she nodded, and I felt a touch reassured. The girl was a wild card, and I feared if things got rough, she might start screaming or get lost in the press of combat. Having her along, face open, while mine was mostly hidden behind silk wrappings, would get us past anyone who remembered our faces, I hoped.
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As we approached the town from the tree line, a few heads turned to stare and I held my breath, but none took more than a passing interest in us. Everything looked much as it had the first time we’d come through, but there were far more people out on the muddy streets. Walking a half step behind Lian, the bottom half of my face obscured by cloth, it was a strange sensation to be amongst so many people and have none of the eyes lingering on my height or shoulders.

Most seemed to avoid looking at Lian or me and those who didn’t sneered with evil looks that made my hands want to curl into fists so I could pummel them into the ground. Lian noticed none of the glowers or muttered curses, of if she did she took them in stride. I pointed out the stables on the far edge and the girl led the way with purposeful strides, her shoulders square and not a hint of nerves in her countenance which I found impressive.

When we stepped into the large stables, I spotted the two boys who’d helped us before. The older one stood up with an angry frown on his face.

“Beat it you. We don’t want your kind… ohh hello, sir,” I’d stood straight and dropped the cloth covering my face and the boy did a double take when he recognized me. “It’s you!”

His reaction was odd, however, for instead of grinning or offering a smile of hello, his skin turned sickly green, and he began scrambling backwards and staring behind me in fear. Cold washed across my back, and I knew with a sinking feeling that they’d gotten the drop on me. Turning and expecting a bullet to drill into my spine any second, it shocked me when Lian spun into a blur of white.

The girl was standing beside me motionless one second and the next she was spinning, her foot describing a perfect circle, white silk tearing through the air in a fan behind it. I heard the thud and crash of a body hitting the dirt before I saw it. A man an inch or two shorter than I and round in the gut lay broken and bleeding on the ground. His jaw had been torn free, blood fountaining from the bloody stump as the man tried to hold it in, bubbling sounds emitting from the ruins of his neck.

My hand was moving, even as the second man’s jaw dropped in shock. The first had been holding a shotgun, but it lay on the ground now, while the second held a long rifle in nerveless fingers, his mind still trying to compute what it had seen. Before I could put a round in him, Lian punched him in the chest with folded knuckles. The little woman had to reach up to hit the spot right above the man’s heart, but with a single strike he dropped dead, mouth still agape. His bulging eyes turned red almost immediately, blood pouring from his mouth and ears from an exploded heart.

“What tha fuuuu—”

I wasn’t sure in my shock if the words had come from me or the boy who stood frozen in the act of trying to flee. Lian stood calmly, as if nothing much remarkable had happened. She frowned slightly when the choking man’s blood spread in a pool and stepped lightly aside to keep her white silk out of the blood. When she saw my expression, she blushed and dipped a shallow bow.

“My sorry, sir. They were going to shoot.”

“No,” I said, offering the young woman a grateful and wide smile, “that was fucking brilliant. Boy, we need our horses, and I want to trade that carriage for another two.”

The young man was too frightened to dicker, and we didn’t have the time. I traded the carriage and its horses for two good mounts for Lilliana and Sylvia, along with saddles and tack. The boy didn’t know who the men worked for, or wouldn’t say, and he was too frightened for me to press him hard.

The boy and his brother helped me saddle the mounts and tie them to a long lead, and it was a relatively short time later when I swung up into my saddle.

“Any lawman comes asking about those men you tell them the truth,” I said, pointing to the corpses still lying in the dirt. The boys had been fearful of touching them, wanting to wait for their father to return.

Reaching down, I took Lian’s hand and pulled her up into the saddle behind me. The young woman had been watching the animals warily. She’d had little contact with horses in the city, and I could see she was frightened of them and wary of approaching. I couldn’t see her sitting behind me on the saddle but could feel her tiny body tense with fear and her slender little arms held me in a vicelike grip.

“You going to tell me how you did that?” I asked, pointing to the dead men as we rode out of the stable.

“Uncle Jin-Yip teach me,” she said, and I waited for more, but her tense little arms told me she was holding on for dear life.

Grinning, I tapped my heels to my mount’s flanks, and the girl gave a yelp of fright and held on even tighter, her slender little body conforming itself to my back. I was finally beginning to breathe a sigh of relief when I spotted the tree line as we rode around the last building, then I spotted the stableboy racing up the street and cursed to myself, figuring he wasn’t running that fast to warn a lawman.

Sure enough, a shout went up behind us when we weren’t a hundred meters away from the tree line and I was forced to increase from a trot to a canter, Lian yelping again as we picked up speed. Glancing back, I saw a half-dozen men swinging up into their saddles and riding after us.

“Mount up!” I shouted as we rode up to the oak tree and the women streamed out.

I was just about to drop Lian to the ground and ride back when Esther leaped into her saddle and with a flick of her reins was free of the lead and riding back the way I’d come. The shout died in my throat as the lanky blonde leaped from her stirrups to the odd set-up she had on the saddle.

Standing practically atop her horse, the woman shouted to the beast, and it took off, fast as a hare, as she crouched, legs flexing to keep her balanced in place as she sighted her rifle. The men chasing me pulled weapons, but their aim couldn’t hold a candle to Esther’s and each round went wide, even those aiming at her mount. While Esther fired with cool precision, one hand actioning the lever of her rifle and the other holding it steady as a rock.

Lian kept clinging to me as I led the women north, Esther looping around to join us once she’d left six corpses in our wake. I could see a small group of townsfolk staring at the woman in awe as she fell back down into her saddle and stowed her rifle. Esther meanwhile had a smile of satisfaction on her face and was patting the odd saddle fondly as she joined me at the head of the line.

“They’re going to send scouts after us if Esposito’s involved.”

“Aye,” I said nodding. “We need to get lost in these northern hills, fast.”

“Want me to scout a path?”

“You and Delilah,” I said, calling up the blonde who grinned eagerly, obviously hoping to be sent out scouting. “We need to find that Mission and we can’t afford to waste any time.” I caught the young blonde’s eyes and held them for a second. “This is serious. If you ride out there alone and get caught out, we can’t come to your aid. There’s no room for error, or else we’ll find ourselves caught in a box canyon and no way to escape.”

“I’m ready,” Delilah said, and I saw how much this meant to her and ready or not, that it might break her spirit to be held back now.

Nodding, I held out my father’s rifle to her. “Take this, then, and find us a way through.”

Delilah’s eyes widened, and I saw them mist with emotion, but she held it in, lips pressed together in a tight smile as she took the gun from me, not trusting herself to speak.

A sniff drew my eyes back, and I saw Grace touch her eyes with a handkerchief, then hand it to Sylvia without looking, who took it and dabbed at her own eyes. When I turned back Delilah was already putting heels to Copper’s flank, crouched low as she rode into the woods. Esther gave me a wink and a nod, then followed suit, veering towards the east where Delilah had gone westerly.

“Let’s go,” I said, leading our own horses out at a brisk trot, Lian gripping me tight.

The women strung out behind me, silent and thoughtful as we passed beneath a stand of oak and redwood. I was happy to see the tall trees once again. Their dense branches would make a perfect location for camp if we found ourselves needing one and would keep us hidden from prying eyes as we rode beneath and through them.

I kept us to a northerly route, but instead of speed I focused on masking our trail. There was a river to our east and as we rode, I angled us over into a few feeder creeks, taking our mounts straight up the waterways to mask our scent. This would make it all the harder for Esther and Delilah to find us again, but that was a risk we had to take.

It wasn’t until the sun began to sink on the distant horizon that I began to worry. Finally making camp, I found a stand of redwoods in a small depression dense enough to break up the smoke from our cook fire. We made camp, and while the women made camp, their worried voices reaching me, I unsaddled and brushed down the horses.

None of us got much rest that night. I stayed up late on watch, waiting for Delilah or Esther to return. Grace came out and relieved me early in the morning and I stole a couple hours of restless sleep, then had us moving once there was enough light for the horses.
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Two hours after the sun was up, I heard three rifle shots from near us to the east and my heart leaped into my throat. Those next twenty minutes as I kept us moving were some of the hardest of my life, until I spotted bright blonde curls through the trees, and Delilah emerged on Copper a moment later.

The girl's tight grin of pride at having spotted our trail and tracked us down was clear as she rode up. I shot a questioning frown at the rifle resting across her thighs, but she shook her head.

“Came upon a group of settlers huddled down near a spring. Had to fire a couple shots to keep the menfolk from coming after me and getting handsy; they won’t be a problem.” Her grin grew wider as she went on. “And I found the Mission. It’s just ten miles north and west, tucked between two valleys.”

“Go set a sign for Esther so she knows where to look for us,” I said, and Delilah gave a firm nod and rode off as I turned us to the west, keeping my eyes out for a sign of the hills she’d mentioned.

The forest began to thin out and I could see the glittering bay far to the south and felt happy to have the waters behind us. The sea still held a fascination for me, but my recent memories had been of being lost and vulnerable in the fog, enemies all around us. I was happier to have a horse beneath me and solid land beneath it once again.

The thundering of hooves alerted me to Esther and Delilah’s approach, but my anxiety spiked when they came racing around a stand of trees, their mounts tearing up the turf.

“Ride!” Esther shouted, her reins slapping at her horse’s hindquarters as she whipped it faster. “A hundred men are on our trail! We have to flee!”

“The Mission will hide us!” Sylvia said, hauling around on her reins and pointing the direction we’d been headed instead of north as Esther was indicating. The Latina’s dark eyes met mine, imploring, “Trust me!”

“Let’s go then,” I growled, hauling on my reins. “Delilah, lead the way!”

We exited woods a couple minutes later, our horses blowing hard, and entered a large orchard of olive trees. Racing down rows of trees, I spotted the Mission up ahead. It was a large square building dominating a hilltop. Small outbuildings crowded close, and I saw a large paddock and fields for herds stretching up into hills dotted with cattle and sheep.

The building was of strange construction. Not the single slab-sided frames I was used to, but an odder, heavier design. It reminded me of the tales my pa would tell of Moorish Sultans, and Gothic cathedrals. Its majesty was reduced somewhat as we drew near, and I saw just how old and run down it was.

From what I’d always heard, the Missions were thriving hubs of commerce, and well-guarded by a Presidio of troops. What I saw didn’t look anything like the stories I’d heard. The building was dilapidated, and the equipment sitting outside rusted from a season or more of disuse. A lone Franciscan Priest emerged as we thundered up, shading his brow with one hand and frowning at our approach.

The frown disappeared when Sylvia stopped at the fore, and he waved his hand in an excited motion.

“Mistress Sylvia! So good to finally see you! Sadly, you’ve all caught us at a bad time—”

“Father Smyth, there are men hunting us,” Sylvia said, cutting the man off, and no sooner had she spoken than a distant dust trail rose from the south.

“Say no more my child,” the man said nodding, his round face crinkling into a kindly smile. “We will see you’re safe. Release the animals into the hills. There are no other options, I’m afraid, and we can hide you and your things below in the cellars.”

The man meant that once we released the animals from their yokes, they would flee into the hills, making it difficult, if not impossible, to fully round them all up again, but I had more faith in Delilah’s connection with the beasts.

“Thank you for taking us in, Father,” I said to the Franciscan as he led us towards the back of the Mission.

“Think nothing of it,” the florid man said, his Irish accent so light I could barely notice it. “Without the support of Spain we were unable to pay the troops, and once Mexico’s new government pulled their support… well there is little love for the faith in such secular times as these. But I’m grateful to be able to be of service to Mistress Sylvia, and to spit in the eyes of every protestant who steals from us.”

“Protestants?” I asked.

“These British dogs who keep riding across our lands from the sea out west. It’s a bad business, the business of empires.” He spit to the side and pulled a leather flask from within his brown robes and took a swig. “If General Dutton doesn’t put them down, we’ll be a protectorate of Great Britain before the years out.”

“General Dutton?” I asked, almost coming up short at the familiar name. “You don’t mean James Dutton do you?”

“You know the man? Seems to know what he’s about. Sent scouts out this way trying to drum up support for the new capitol he’s founding out there near the Sacro River. Doesn’t have the men though, from what the nuns tell me.” When I raised an eyebrow, the florid-cheeked man grinned. “Best intelligence network in the world, boy. Nuns are the biggest gossips this side of the Pope’s walls. Down in the cellar with you all and keep quiet. Might be awhile before I can get them to leave.”

I followed the women down into the tight space, pushing cobwebs and clouds of dust out of my face as I hunkered down between Grace and Jasmine near the rear of the cellar. Feeling like a rat backed into a corner, I cursed myself for letting us fall into this situation.

We could have abandoned our mounts and headed straight east, chancing the hills filled with bandits and pirates, but it didn’t seem like much of a better choice. Besides Delilah would never have forgiven herself for leaving the animals to god knows what fate.

“We can trust Father Smyth,” Sylvia whispered, sounding as if she was trying to convince herself.

We waited in tense silence for long minutes before the faint sound of horses galloping up reached us. I heard voices, but they were too muffled by distance and the closed cellar door to make out much. I did hear the occasional word filter through, and it didn’t sound good.

“Irish dog!” The curse was followed by the sound of a hard slap as several men drew closer.

The voice was heavily accented with Mexican heritage and from the tense expressions on Lilliana and Sylvia’s expressions, they recognized it.

“Esposito…” Sylvia mouthed to me.

“He’s just a little catholic bitch,” came bored English tones, the voice sounding as effete and noble born as I’d ever heard. “A psion of that evil Pope in Rome. I grow bored with this chore of stealing back your nieces. You said there would be natives to have sport with, but it’s all dreary and dull. The Prince expects us to marshal at Griffon Springs in two days; just nail the man to a cross and let’s be done with it.”

“Crucify a priest?” I could hear the unease in Esposito’s tone.

“A lesson for the natives and peasants that the Crown is not beholden to the church. If the fat fool had nuns, I’d let those savages you ride with have their fun. It’s always a better lesson, more lasting.”

The satisfaction in the man’s voice filled me with rage and I surged forward without even thinking, my anger crystallizing as I envisioned pummeling the Englishman to death with my hands. Three hands slapped over my mouth and the weight of five women held me back as Grace and Sylvia whispered in my ears fiercely.

“There are too many, John! You’ll get yourself killed!” Grace whispered.

“Do you want to get us all dead, you fool?!” Sylvia hissed.

Hating myself, I relaxed somewhat, then stilled when I heard voices rising from outside again.

“Fine!” shouted the Englishman in an angry hiss, practically right outside the cellar door. “If you Mexicanos can’t stomach a little crucifixion, then hang the Irishman. Just make sure it’s done. I’ll lead the men up into the Natives’ camp up valley. Let the boys have some fun before the battle with those Californians.”

I couldn’t make out Esposito’s reply, but a plan began to formulate in my mind. Shaking the hands off my mouth I began to whisper quickly, the women all pressed close listening with keen interest. When I was finished, they all stared at me like I was crazy. All except Lian, who had a wide smile stretching across her face.

“I can do it,” the tiny teen said, with a firm nod.

“I don’t like this, John,” Esther said. At the same time, Grace shot me a hard frown of disapproval, but I ignored the women. They hadn’t seen what I had.

“Lian will be fine,” I said. “Lilly, how many men are on this side of the Mission now?”

“I can’t see any from this angle,” the woman whispered, and I nodded.

“Go and bring back word as soon as you know their disposition.”

Lian gave a shallow bow and whispered something reverential in her language before slipping out of the cellar door. We all held our breaths, waiting for a shout of challenge when the little Asian girl slipped out into the early evening light, but each breathed out a sigh of relief when none came.
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It only took a minute for the girl to return, but every one of those seconds passed agonizingly slow. All the while Grace, Delilah, Sylvia, Jasmine and even Esther glowered at me like I was a monster who’d sent a babe to do a man’s work. They’d accepted my brief explanation that Lian wouldn’t be recognized and could pass herself off as a worker. I hadn’t wanted to try to explain what I still didn’t understand was possible.

Instead, I put my faith in the girl and was rewarded a minute later when she pulled open one of the cellar doors and motioned us out.

“Ten men left; rest are riding off. They erect a stand and are hanging a rope from it.”

“Erecting a gallows,” Esther said with a grimace of anger.

“Ten we can handle,” I said, then a sharp gasp drew my head around and I saw what Delilah was staring at. Two men lay crumpled in a heap near the corner of the building. One of their heads was twisted completely around, the neck lumpy with broken bones and the mouth oozing dark blood while the eyes stared sightlessly up at the sky. The second man looked like he might still be alive, his fingers scrambling at the dirt weakly, but his eyes were stabbed out and the tongue had been ripped from his throat, not to mention both knees bent in the wrong direction.

“Was twelve men,” Lian said with a sweetly innocent grin that made the grisly sight all the more terrifying to behold.

“You… you did that?” Delilah asked, her eyes wide and face sickly green as she stared at the large rough-looking men.

“Did you want alive to question?” Lian asked with a frown of concern.

“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “You did perfect, Lian. But stay back for this next bit unless anyone gets close.”

The girl nodded as if that made total sense, then shyly slipped to the back of the group as we checked that our weapons were fully loaded. I spoke hurriedly, laying out my plan as I sketched it in the dirt. The Mission had a basic layout, with a large courtyard out front where Esposito and his men could be heard. They must have gotten into the wine reserves because their drunken laughter was growing, and I knew our time was running short.

“Can you teach me how to do that?” Delilah whispered to Lian as I began leading the way around the building.

The pounding blood in my ears drowned out the rest of their words. It was a straightforward plan, but in a wide-open shootout any number of things could go wrong. The thought of any one of these women being shot or killed flooded by veins with adrenaline, sharpening my focus and giving me real purpose.

In the end my worries were for naught. Esposito and his men had put too much faith in their lookouts and were entirely focused on their drinking. Father Smyth knelt to one side, I saw as I burst around the corner of the Mission, his face lumpy with bruises but still breathing, thank god.

My rifle was up, and the sights laid atop a man before they realized we were there. Firing, I dropped him and the man beside him as Esther stepped to my right, angling away from me as she fired with even more precision. Her rounds took three men in the chest before the slovenly soldiers managed to draw their own guns.

Four shots rang out from them, one whizzing past my ear as I dropped two more. Sudden silence rang out, and I looked back and felt a surge of relief to see Esther and Delilah safe. The bubbly blonde’s eyes were wide, and I saw her fingers trembling on her rifle as she stared at the man she’d killed, the bullet buried right in the center of his forehead.

Grace stepped forward and pulled the weapon out of the girl’s hand, stroking her back and speaking to her softly as Jasmine joined her. Putting them out of my thoughts for the moment, I joined Esther in searching the bodies. Two men were still alive, one choking on his blood and wouldn’t make the hour, and the other had a round straight through his chest, bubbling from his punctured lung, but he cursed us when we drew close.

“It’s… you… Pinche gringo stole my girls away from me!”

“We were never your girls, Uncle, you’re a monster!” Sylvia marched forward, her face red with anger. “What happened to mi Madre, Carlos? Eh?! How did she drown back in Mexico?”

“Rosa was a stupid cunt… cough… bitch gave it up, to keep you safe… ha!... cough…”

The man was coughing up blood, but I saw his hand shifting towards his side slowly but slapped the tiny pistol out of it when he drew. The single shot pistol went skittering across the dirt, and I looked up at the noose hanging from the simple stand. Without a word, I snatched the sour smelling soldier up with one hand and fit the noose over his head. The man began shaking and kicking when he saw where I was carrying him, but I ignored the feeble attacks as if he were nothing more than a willful child.

“You can’t do this… pinche ogre! Sylvia, please… we familia! Jasmine… sweet child… you will save me, si?”

“You’ve led a life of rape and murder, Uncle,” Jasmine said, her tone colder than I’d ever heard it. “This is a better death than you deserve.”

“Father! No! I have gold… GRK!”

Father Smyth rose on unsteady feet, one eye swollen shut and his lips split. I worried he had worse injuries internally, but there was nothing I could do for that. The old man stood before the man who swung gently as he kicked and clawed at the rope tightening around his neck with feebler and feebler attempts.

“Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord,” Father Smyth began intoning. “And let perpetual light shine upon them. Deliver me, O Lord, from eternal death in that awful day. When the heavens and the earth shall be moved. When Thou shalt come to judge the world by fire.”

His words carried extra weight as Esposito slowly died on the rope. When the light finally died in the man’s eyes, Father Smyth made the sign of the cross and we stood in silence for a few seconds. The sour smelling bandito didn’t deserve it, but it seemed to ease everyone’s conscience slightly.

As Grace and Jasmine took the Priest inside to see to his wounds, I cut down the corpse and started digging graves. Esther joined me and before the sun sank below the horizon, we had a pit deep enough for all the bodies, dug. We were an exhausted pair, mentally and physically, when we staggered into the Mission.

Steam and the scent of herbal soap reached me from one of the side rooms and I found a warm bath waiting for me. Esther slipped off to god knows where, while I submerged myself in the steaming waters and sighed as my aching muscles relaxed. The stitches in my side tugged still, but I noticed the injuries less than I had a day or two before.

Climbing free of the tub, I felt my stomach rumbling and dried off and dressed, planning to hunt down supper. When I stepped out of the small room, I found the hall lit in the buttery yellow glow of dozens of candles. Jasmine was waiting for me outside the room, sitting on a small bench, and when she stood in a pure white dress, my breath caught at her stunning beauty.

“Grace asked that you wear this suit for the ceremony,” Jasmine said, her smooth cheeks blushing faintly as I stared her up and down. “Don’t look at me so, John, or you’ll make me even more nervous than I already am.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, as I took the supple wool garments from the tall teen.

“Father Smyth has agreed to perform the ceremony… That is if you still want to go through with it and marry us.”

“I thought… with Esposito dead you, your mom and aunt are free now.”

“You silly man,” Jasmine said, stepping forward and resting a hand on my chest. “It isn’t freedom we want… it’s you.”

I was speechless as she planted a light kiss on my cheek then slipped away, her hips swaying hypnotically as she walked deeper into the Mission. Dressing hurriedly, I found the fine woolen suit fit me like a glove. Buttoning up the pure white undershirt, I felt uncomfortable as the stiff white collar pressed against my neck, but I wanted to look my best. Finding a mirror in the room I’d bathed in, I combed out my hair and took out my razor to give myself my first clean shave in days.

Feeling polished and primped as much as I could stand, I strode down the hallway, turned into the sepulcher, and gasped at the sight waiting for me.
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Candles filled the short hall, dozens and dozens on stands and shelves, illuminating a sight that made my heart swell so much I feared it might burst in my chest. Standing in a semi-circle, hands interlocked with one another, were the women who’d claimed my soul. Standing in the middle, hands clasped, were Grace and Sylvia, the pair wearing matching wedding dresses of stunning white silk.

Beside them were Delilah and Jasmine. The teens wore the same dresses as well, lighter gowns, that clung to their curves in a more scandalous way. And standing on the outer edges were Esther and Lilliana, the pair of them wearing white button up shirts and slacks. Lian stood off to one side, a handkerchief in her fingers as she dabbed at her dark eyes. Sole witness to our illicit ceremony.

“When did you plan this?” I asked, unable to keep the growing grin from my face.

“Grace arranged the dresses,” Sylvia said, “back in the city, but we’ve always been planning this.”

“Come, John,” Grace said, releasing her grip on Sylvia’s hand and beckoning me to stand before them. “Let’s make our love official in the eyes of god. All of our loves.”

The brunette glanced over to Esther, who was grinning crookedly with Lilliana. I let the woman draw me close, as Father Smyth stepped up before us, with an open bible before him.

“Let us who are gathered here, come together in love and peace, for the sake of holy matrimony. As with Solomon, and the kings of old, some few men are endowed with blessings uncommon. If he, who stands before me agrees in the fullness of his heart, and before god, to ‘not diminish the food, clothing, or marital rights’ of those who agree with open eyes and hearts to this union, then I see no reason the church cannot sanction it.”

“Wait!” Delilah said, then released Esther and Grace’s hand and hurried over to Lian.

The blonde whispered in the girl’s ears, and I saw the slender little teen’s exotic eyes find me and crinkle in delight as she nodded eagerly. Then Delilah was pulling the girl back into the circle, letting her take the place between her and Esther. I frowned for a second, but when I saw Grace and Sylvia beaming in pleasure, I kept the words to myself.

“You understand the future you’re walking into?” I asked Lian softly, and she nodded eagerly.

“Grandmother hoped I would find a place in Emperor’s court. Please, Sir John, I promise to be a good wife.”

“She has decided, John,” Grace said gently. “But you must accept her, as you’ve accepted each of us.”

Looking around at each, I met their eyes and saw approval and insistence in each. Nodding for Father Smyth to proceed, I tried not to show the excitement I was feeling at the prospect of the future to come.

“Dearly beloved, we gather here to see a union fulfilled. Let us not waste time nor words with flowery speeches, but instead say vows of love and faith before god and hold this solemn promise close to your hearts. Sir, if you would please repeat after me: I, John, take you; then state their names,”

“I, John…” Chills ran down my arms and the hair stood up on the back of my neck as the words spilled forth. They didn’t even register in my mind, only the color of every woman’s eyes as I said her name, gazing deep and seeing the same love I felt reflected back. Then I was done, the words floating on the wind, and I wondered why the world was suddenly rushing headlong forward and letting me savor nothing of this moment. Then the priest spoke again, and time stood still.

“Ladies, if you would please repeat after me, I—”

The ladies spoke as one, their voices harmonizing and sending chills down my spine. They each spoke their names, and I felt the weight of this moment settling on my shoulders. The responsibility for the safety and wellbeing of not only a single bride, but seven. As they finished speaking the last words, a thrill of such joy shot through my being to realize finally that they would be mine for all time.

Arms flew wide, and I was swarmed by a half dozen happy women. I kissed each, taking a moment to hold them tight and whisper my love in their ears, before letting the next tear me away.

“Father Smyth, the wine!” Esther’s shout was matched by an even more enthusiastic one from the priest who carted out several bottles moments later.

The fare was simple, stale bread, good cheeses and piles of fresh red grapes and olives, but the company was perfect. I thought we would feast and celebrate all night but a few minutes after settling down to eat, I was pulled aside by Delilah who had another surprise waiting for me in one of the small bedrooms at the back of the Mission.

There I found my prize awaiting me.

Sylvia lay upon a narrow cot, propped up on one elbow and her silk gown pulled up to reveal long, slender, tanned legs that seemed to go on forever.

“Hello… husband,” the Madame said, her tongue caressing the word as if it were the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted.

“You have twenty minutes before I return,” Delilah purred in my ear. “Make sure she’s nice and warmed up for me, will you?”

Patting my cheek, the adorable blonde swayed back down the hall, tipping back her glass to finish off the last of her wine. Turning back to the gorgeous woman lying on the bed, I grinned and stepped in, pulling the door closed behind me and enshrouding the room in darkness.

Sylvia lay in a silver pool of moonlight as I shrugged out of my coat and shirt, then crawled upon the bed.

“I’ve been dreaming of this since the first moment I laid eyes upon you,” I breathed, pulling Sylvia into my arms and breathing deep of her perfume as I kissed her thick red lips.

Butterflies awoke within me as my hands slipped down her sides, caressing her stunning curves, and I felt her trembling fingers pluck my belt buckle free. I wanted to take my time with the woman and shower her body in attention, but her fingers upon my skin smashed my plans to dust.

The butterflies disappeared as our tongues danced against one another and my fingers fumbled at the buttons of her dress. I heard pearls clatter to the floorboards, but neither of us cared as I ripped free her dress and her long slender legs circled my waist.

“Yesss…. Oh god, give it to me… Fill meee mmhmm!”

The feel of her soft warmth enveloping my cock drew a gasp of pleasure from my throat.

“Tell me, tell me how I feel,” Sylvia hissed in my ear, her teeth nipping the tender flesh as I sank within her depth,.“Oh John! Ohhh HnnggHH!!!!”

“Cum for me,” I panted as her tightness gripped me with incredible strength, almost feeling like she was sucking my cock off with her pussy. “Jesus… fuck you’re… so… tight!”

“Mhnn, I didn’t think you’d make me cum so easily,” Sylvia purred, as she licked her lips and panted gently, fingers tracing lightly up and down my back. “But you’re touching places no man ever hasssss. Mhmm, you think that’s tight baby, wait til you feel what momma has in store…”

The whispering in my ear was matched by an incredible pleasure radiating out of my crotch as the muscles within her body writhed around my cock. Like a twenty fingered hand, she shifted her hips back and forth in minute motions, as her sex milked me with incredible skill. I could see the concentration and focus on her face, and the excitement in her eyes as she watched me melting in pleasure.

“I’ve never felt… holy shit… Nggh!”

I could take no more of lying in place and buried myself in Sylvia to the hilt. Gripping her ass in one hand and pulling her face to mine with the other, I kissed her passionately and pulled back, then shoved deep in her again.

“Fuck me!”

Her shriek was like a starter pistol, ripped from her throat and releasing both of us from the stillness of a moment before. The lust of a minute before was back as I pawed the Madame’s incredible body, pulling one dark nipple up to suckle and nibble, while her nails raked my back and her heels hauled me back inside her every time I withdrew.

The orgasm exploded out of me but in the lust and urgency I never slowed my thrusting, even when the sensation grew too intense as to be painful, I could feel Sylvia’s body tensing and drawing tighter and tighter around me as a massive orgasm built within her. Keeping the motion steady, I stared into the woman’s gorgeous face as the moment of bliss struck her, awed by the sight.

Her dark eyes flashed open at the last second, staring deep into mine as she mouthed a silent “thank you,” then wrapped her arms around my neck and screamed her pleasure into our kiss. My cock got harder within her as we lay cuddling and catching our breath.

Neither Sylvia nor I could seem to stop smiling the same stupid grin as we looked at one another. Every time my eyes strayed down to the sight of her massive breasts pressed between us, my cock would throb, and she’d wiggle with pleasure, until she rolled me onto my back.

Sitting up with a wicked gleam in her eyes, Sylvia began to gyrate upon my hips ever so slowly. Raising her hands, she cupped both breasts, squeezing and pinching the nipples as she bit her bottom lip. Whenever my cock grew harder and thicker, her grin would widen and the gleam in her eyes sharpen. Until she pulled one great breast to her lips and suckled the nipple, letting her thick lips slip from the rubbery flesh slowly and flashing a triumphant smile when my steel hard cock filled her.

“I’ve never felt more beautiful,” she breathed, eyes closing tight in pleasure as I reached up and caressed both breasts. “Mhmm I love that you love them.”

“You’re gorgeous,” I whispered, flexing my dick and making her give a delightful little jump of pleasure. “I love all of you.”

Her smile turned slightly shy, and I pulled her down, kissing her as I slowly thrust up into her pussy. Sylvia moaned in pleasure then offered me up first one soft breast then the other to nurse on, as I slow fucked her for long minutes. As the heat grew, so did our speed, until the small cot was creaking and rocking beneath me, and Sylvia’s fingers were clamped on the side of my face as she whimpered in pleasure. With a growl, I gripped her ass, fingers sinking into the flesh and slammed deep, shooting my seed straight into her womb.

Sylvia collapsed atop me, her body shaking so hard she started laughing softly and I had to hold her off me and lay her down gently on the bed. One second the woman gazed up at me, lips parted and something sweet or loving on her lips, before the door flew open and a rosy-cheeked Delilah stepped in.

My eyes widened on the teen’s outrageous outfit, and I felt Sylvia burst into giggles, her body shaking at my side.

“Esther found the whiskey and drank the priest under the table, literally. The poor man’s passed out in the privy.” Tottering her way across the little room the blonde stopped beside the bed and reached up to tug at the pink lace of her top and the tiny little bottoms. “Jas and I picked these out, supposed to… hic… save them for when we get home but… hic… I wanted you to see me… Do you see me, John?”

“Not proper, girl,” I said, grinning and sitting up, hooking my heels over the bed. “Why don’t you do a little dance so I can get a better look.”

“Oh, my god I love you!” Delilah said, throwing her arms around my neck and kissing me four times quick before popping back up and assuming a roguish look that only slipped slightly for her being tipsy. “If milord would like a dance, it’ll be two pence.”

“I’ll pay your price girl,” Sylvia said, pulling herself up against my back and nipping my neck then grinning up at Delilah. “But if my husband isn’t hard by the time one song finishes… We’ll have to find us another gutter whore for the night.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Delilah purred and as she stepped back and stood up, a hungry gleam entering her eyes, I found myself swallowing hard and marveling that this was the same young woman I’d met so many months before.

As I watched the girl dance, and stroked Sylvia’s arms as she rested her chin on my shoulder, I pushed down my worries for the coming conflict between a man I’d only met once and the prince of a far off empire. The best we could hope for was to slip past without notice and escape back into my mountains.

Could I really sit by and let others decide the fate of this fledgling territory?

Pushing down the thoughts once more I watched Delilah move, her every curve and sway enchanting, and soon found it was easy to ignore my worries. As lacy undergarments fell with delicious slowness down creamy thighs, my manhood rose, and I thanked god for the blessings he’d bestowed upon me.
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Early morning birdsong is my second favorite way to wake up. Their sweet sounds greeted me as I cracked my eyelids in the darkness of early morning.

I found myself wedged between a soft body and the hard wall, and when I picked my head up to peek around, I found Sylvia and Delilah pressed up against one another, trapping me. The women clung to one another, even in their sleep, and it warmed my heart to see how close they were growing.

Unfortunately, neither was a morning person and when I leveraged myself up, both grumbled a few choice curses before pulling the blankets about one another and curling up to fall back asleep. I left them cuddled beneath the blankets, their quiet snores following me out of the room.

I was in the middle of pulling on my shirt when a warm hand stopped me. Jumping in surprise, I turned to find Lian standing in the shadows. The diminutive girl ducked her head in apology and pressed a finger to her lips. Curious, I let her lead me down the narrow hallway and out the back.

A field stretched towards the orchards to the west and a large tub had been set up alongside the Mission’s back wall. There was a bucket, scrub brush and a heavy bar of lye soap resting on a bench beside the tub, which was filled with water I suspected had been sitting out all night growing chill.

“Are you telling me I need a bath?” I asked Lian in a whisper as she dipped the bucket into the tub and filled it.

“It is important to clean the body,” Lian said. I caught the teen’s pale cheeks redden in the dim morning light. “As your wife, it will be my responsibility. That you clean, and fed. That you have good clothing.” She plucked the shirt out of my hands with a distasteful frown and flung it onto the other end of the bench as if it were covered in bugs.

“I like that shirt,” I said with a frown after the discarded garment.

“It needs mending and a good washing.” Lian gave a firm nod and began herding me towards the tub.

The teen was surprisingly strong, probably because of her martial arts training, and her hands were slippery as eels as they plucked free the loose knot I’d tied in my britches. Finally, I submitted to her ministrations and raised my hands in defeat. White teeth flashed in the darkness when Lian’s lips curled into a self-satisfied smile, and then her mouth dropped open and I saw the flush of red extend down her slender neck as my britches fell to the ground.

“Something got your tongue?” I asked, feeling my lips curl into a smile as Lian’s eyes locked on the hefty log bouncing between my thighs.

I’d grown to recognize the signs of a woman’s arousal and could plainly see it written on Lian’s features. Not only that, but I sensed an opening with the shy girl that I’d guessed might take another couple of days. Seizing on it, I tossed the dice and leaned forward, brushing my lips on hers in a chaste kiss.

Lian gave a start, her fingers rising to her lips as I stood back up. The girls’ eyes softened, and I knew I’d done the right thing. Her chest rose and fell, heart fluttering like a frightened bird, but she wasn’t so scared as to retreat or collapse in on herself. The teen Empress Wushan introduced me to was becoming a woman, and if I didn’t trample upon her while she flowered, she had the makings of an incredible one.

“I’ll find horsehair brush, and mint for that breath.”

Lian’s eyes sparkled in amusement as she wafted her hand before her nose and laughed aloud at the offended look on my face. I raised a hand to test my breath, but she didn’t give me the chance. The tiny woman pushed me towards the tub, handing me the bar of soap and pail of water.

“Start scrubbing, I’ll be back.”

I had a quip ready to say, but the minx lay her hand upon my backside so hard it sounded almost like a rifle shot. Watching her hurry away, shoulders shaking with silent mirth, I shook my head and stepped into the tub.

“Fuck that’s cold.” Easing myself in, I shook my head again. “Getting soft.”

“You’re many things, but soft is never one of them.”

Turning my head, I spotted Esther leaning against the Mission. She wore her buckskins and had her rifle draped over one shoulder. When I saw the weapon, I began to rise out of the bath, eager to be free of its chill, but the lanky blonde waved me back down.

“I couldn’t sleep and scouted the area. Nothing out there but chickens and a few goats.” She gazed off towards the east, in the direction of our home, but it wasn’t wistfulness in her expression but worry. “If there really is a battle brewing in the central valley, it’s going to be hard to avoid.”

“There’s a way around to the north. We can skirt the valley entirely and keep to rougher lands. It will take more time, but we can still be home by fall.”

“True.” Turning her head, she spit to the side, but the worry didn’t lessen in her expression.

The idea didn’t sit right with me either, and I mulled it over as I soaped up the brush in the pail. Esther leveraged herself off the side of the building and tipped her cap.

“Come see Lilly and I one of these nights.” Suddenly the water wasn’t so cold as she flashed me a wink before slipping into the Mission.

Lian returned a couple minutes later with a clean towel and a washing board. Pulling the pail down and laying the board within, the girl set about scrubbing my clothes clean as I bathed.

The steady rattle of her hands over the washing board, and the sloshing of the water as I bathed, made me feel a peace that had been fleeting ever since leaving my mountains. Taking care with my wounds, I cleaned myself off and when I was done, found Lian waiting with the towel.

The girl moved with calm precision as she dried off my arms and legs, but I saw her chest rise and fall with increasing regularity as her hands rose up my thighs and when she got to my rising manhood, her eyes grew round. I thought for a moment when her fingers flexed halfway between her lips and my dick, that she might take reach out and grasp it with the sun rising behind her but red rose in her cheeks and tossing me the towel Lian fled into the Mission.

A low laugh drew my head around, and I found Grace stepping out of the shadows of the yard. The gorgeous brunette looked more relaxed than I could remember seeing her, and she grinned an impish smile as she reached out and tapped the throbbing tip of my cock.

“The girls skittish enough. And then this beast rises before her face… Give her time, husband.”

She caressed the last word as if it was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. Her eyes alighted on my manhood, and I saw the familiar gleam enter them.

“Jasmine is waiting for us in the kitchen. Do you plan on standing in that tub all morning?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but a distant sound caused me to cock my head to the side and listen close.

“John?”

Grace’s tone grew concerned, and I felt her nails dig into my arm where she gripped it. The fear I’d initially felt was replaced by another one as I realized what I was hearing.

Leaping free of the tub, I snatched Grace off her feet and raced for the Mission, crying a warning at the top of my lungs for any who might be out in the morning.

“Stampede! Stampede!”

“Wha-!” Grace bounced in my arms until she wrapped an arm around my neck and held on.

I set her down when we were inside the Mission and found Father Smyth, pulling down a trap door from the ceiling. The sound of thunder grew louder and louder and brought with it the smell of dust.

Delilah and Sylvia had sheets wrapped around their nakedness, and their hair was in wild disarray when I burst into the room. The women shouted what was happening, fear etched on Sylvia’s face and excitement on Delilah’s. In response, I pulled open the curtain and peered outside. I couldn’t see anything with the angle, but the front edge of a dust cloud swept down from the low hills to the north.

“Not a stampede of cattle, but horses!” Esther said, poking her head in and shouting in excitement. “Wild horses, John!”

I’d never seen the lanky blonde so excited about anything. And after a beat of silence, Delilah leaped to her feet on the bed and let out a shout of glee.

“Grab your ropes,” I said to Esther when Delilah gave me a hope-filled grin. “Let’s see if we can cull some backup mounts from the herd.”

The two blonde women gave me identical grins of joy, and Esther ran down the hall to grab her things, calling for our horses to be saddled and ready. Sylvia looked worried, but not for me, I saw a second later when she slipped off the bed, for Delilah.

“It’s dangerous out there, a horse could turn and bite, or kick… Be careful, Delilah.” Sylvia’s worry only grew when Delilah laughed off her concern, and the former Madame shot me a stern look that said, “If she won’t take this seriously, you better.”

Pulling the black-haired beauty into my arms, I pressed a kiss to her head and whispered to her that I’d watch out for her. Her strong arms circled around me and gripped me tight. Then she pushed me back and glanced down at my nakedness, still only covered by a towel.

“You better put some clothes on, too. I’ll be damned if a horse bites off my favorite toy.” Turning, she barked down the hall as Delilah pulled on her skirts in a flurry of white cotton.

No sooner had she said that when Lian came rushing into the room with an armful of wet clothes. I was pulling my britches on when Esther called from outside that our mounts were ready. Leaving my shirt behind, I stomped my feet into my boots as I ran down the hall, Delilah racing past me with breathless excitement.

Grace and Sylvia followed Father Smyth up to the roof, and I spotted their dark head poking up over the edge of the flat roof when I swung up onto my horse’s back. The mounts were skittish as the dust swallowed up the sun, but then the smell of horse hit us, and their skittishness turned into restless energy.

Esther led us away from the Mission to the north, and once we were free of the outbuildings, the blonde put heels to her mount’s flanks and lay down in the saddle. Delilah was hot on her heels, and I took up the rear, eating more dust in their wake.
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I’d seen several herds of wild horses up in the mountains, but they were short-legged and shaggy things. My initial thought was to cut a dozen heads or so to act as our baggage train and sell the animals off when we arrived in back home.

As we crested a small hill and Esther pulled up, she held up a hand for us to wait. Delilah opened her mouth to speak, but the wind picked up, causing her to shiver in the chill air and huddle into her thin dress. The wind also pulled the dust out of the valley, and I spotted the front of the racing herd.

When I saw the beast leading the herd, my heart began thudding in my chest. Easily eighteen hands tall, it towered over the fillies racing behind it. The stallion was jet black and easily twice as wide as the horse I sat astride. Its lips peeled back in a snarl as its massive hooves churned up the earth beneath it, long limbs undulating beneath it with the grace of a mountain cat.

“If we wait for them to pass, we should be able to pick off the stragglers, John! Hey, wait!”

The second I was racing down the hillside, I knew I was making a foolish mistake, but I couldn’t stop myself as I whipped the reins and tapped my heels to my mount’s flanks. The old horse had one final sprint in her, and I felt more than heard her scream of challenge as she charged the giant stallion.

The black didn’t acknowledge my mount, but he angled away from us, cutting into the dust cloud. Sawing on the reins, my mount’s heels kicked up topsoil as I cut her down at a harder angle to the herd.

A flash of blonde behind me and the sound of bright laughter told me Delilah was hot on my heels. My heart leapt into my throat and my fear faded as my focus become complete. Every fall of my mount’s hooves and tug on the reins as we entered, the dust cloud registered, while I tried to pierce the haze.

It was my ears that alerted me to the nearness of the herd. I heard their whinnying and the thunder of hooves on earth, and then the dark mass loomed out of the dust. For one second, I saw myself from above, on the edge of a herd of horses that would trample us beneath them without even flinching, and knew I was an absolute fool. The thrill was in me, though, and I couldn’t deny the powerful connection I’d felt with that giant of a horse. It had been like looking into a mirror and there was no way I would leave this life with only a glimpse.

Gritting my teeth, I glanced back and saw Delilah not three feet behind me. Copper’s ears were laid back and the damn horse looked like it was grinning, while Delilah’s grin split her face in half. Nodding eagerly to me, she made a sound and Copper took off, racing past my own mount.

“We’ll catch him at the river!”

Her words barely registered, and I had no idea what she was talking about, but I trusted the sharp-eyed girl. Pulling my mount behind hers, I let her lead the way, angling away from the herd.

Dust still held us in its cocoon of darkness, my visibility little more than a dozen feet in either direction. My mount ran with careful steps, but Delilah’s raced with a surefooted grace I envied, and the girl was fearless. Throwing herself over jumps and ducking under branches that whipped past with such confidence I couldn’t help grinning.

Sure enough, as our horses’ hooves splashed through the shallows of the river, the great stallion came thundering up the bank. The water only seemed to increase the animal’s frenzy, and when he spotted Delilah and Copper, he came charging at the girl.

Wheeling back up the bank, Delilah let Copper have her lead, and they took off like a frightened rabbit with the stallion charging after. The beast’s eyes were wild, and he lunged at me when I drew my horse near, nearly taking a bite out of my arm before I could haul back on the reins.

I pulled free my rope from its tie on my saddle with one hand as I angled back in. The stallion was wise and mean, chomping at my horse’s neck and smashing into her with his heavier shoulder. The filly avoided losing a chunk of flesh, but it crushed my leg between them, and for a second, I had a hand on the giant horse’s flank.

The power and life thrumming within it caused my blood to boil and sanity to disappear. Before I knew what I was doing, I gripped my saddle horn in two hands, rope forgotten as I leaped to crouch in the saddle. The stallion let out a scream and just as I was about to leap upon its back, cut wide and I nearly tumbled free.

Before I could drop back into the saddle and angle back towards the stallion, another great black beast smashed into my mount in its haste to charge the stallion. Lurching to the side, the brown grasses flashed in my vision, and I threw myself backwards, landing atop the new horse.

My fingers slipped through silky mane, and I clenched a fist out of instinct. The world was chaos as I was jostled up and down, but my legs are long and stronger than they have any right to be. Hooking my ankles down, I locked myself to the horse’s back not a second before it gave a mighty buck.

I tasted blood and felt stitches tear as I smashed against the horse’s back, but it couldn’t shake me, no matter how hard it bucked. The stallion was wild with my weight upon its back. I was a nuisance to be thrown, so it could go back to challenging the alpha.

The power I felt beneath me made my former mount seem like a pony. I couldn’t tell how big the beast was, but from the flashes of ground and sky I managed to see while I spun and whipped up and down, it was nearly as tall as the black stallion.

My arms grew tired, and my fingers burned in the horse’s mane, but I refused to relinquish my perch. This horse and I were in a fight, possibly to the death, because I had no doubt it wanted to kick my skull in.

I couldn’t say how long I clung to its back, but eventually the thing began to tire and thank God, because my legs could barely hold me on its slippery back. My sweat and the dust combined into a muddy mess and when Esther came riding past and dropped a coil of rope over the beast’s neck, she laughed to see me caked from head to toe.

The blonde was leading five horses that tugged and pulled on their leads. Her mount turned and bit one mare that drew too near and that helped settle down the others. Their alpha mare wasn’t around, but they were happy to fall in line behind another.

The beast I rode wasn’t so amenable to being tamed, nor could I blame him.

The exhausted beast trotted a few feet away from Esther and I heard the telltale sound of Delilah returning, when the beast gave a mighty buck I wasn’t ready for, and the world spun end over end. Crashing to the ground, I heard the damnable thing snicker in amusement before realizing Esther had dropped a loop of rope over its neck.

The tether tore from my fingers when the thing wheeled away, but it was exhausted and Esther could keep it from escaping. Picking myself up, I felt stickers stabbing into my head and arms from the brush I landed in. Brushing them off, I glanced down to check on my wounds and winced when I saw the blood tracking red lines through the mud.

Grace and Jasmine are going to tan my hide for this, I thought to myself. Then I glanced over and took in the beast, tugging at his lead, and grinned. It was worth it, though.

Standing a good sixteen hands, the stallion was a jet black, like his sire, but with three white hooves. His coat was rough but looked healthy. Nothing a good currying and brush wouldn’t fix. His limbs were slender and strong, and the gaps between leg and belly looked like he would be both strong and fast.

“You got the younger brother!” Delilah’s hair was in wild disarray and her dress, thrown on in haste, was twisted around, but her face shone with joy and excitement. “What a beauty he is… here boy.”

The teen slipped off Copper’s back and pulled something from a pocket of her dress. My alarm spiked when the stallion spun on her. He might have been tired, but those hooves and teeth could still turn the busty blonde into a bloody mess.

Neither Esther nor I spoke a word of warning to Delilah as she eased herself forward with short steps. The girl had a gift with animals, and horses especially. She’d begun to find her own way after arriving in the mountains. But it was on this journey that she’d grown fully into herself.

My fears were strong, but my faith in my golden bride was stronger and proved to be well founded. The stallion’s tugging on the lead grew less and less insistent as it caught the scent of the dried apples in Delilah’s hand. I saw its nostrils flare and soft brown eyes roll around to take in the small blonde thing advancing on him fearlessly.

“Easy now,” Delilah said, pulling back the hand with the apples as the horse moved forward to nip at it. “Take it easy, boy. I’m not going to hurt you, but you know that already, don’t you? Happy to be out of that herd… being the third stallion is never fun. Right? Don’t worry, we have a herd of fillies for you to rule… You’ll like that, won’t you?”

She spoke in a tone that lulled the horse into calmness, and as it reached out to nip at the apples again she pressed a hand to its neck. It flinched back, but she offered the apples this time and it came back to munch, and she rested a hand on its neck.

“Ride Copper back, John. You can drop the lead, Esther.”

“I don’t think that’s wise,” Esther said, but I saw her fingers grow slack and the rope fall to the ground.

The horse nosed down and pushed at Delilah's dress, where she was hiding more treats, but she turned away, avoiding its teeth. I wasn’t sure how her hand had managed not to get bitten, but that was her magic at work.

I was too exhausted to argue, although I felt a pang of jealousy, quickly snuffed out when the stallion didn’t pull away from Delilah as she gathered the lead. It only took her an hour of quiet speaking and careful touch as we slowly made our way back to the Mission before she was able to slip onto its back.

The stallion wasn’t comfortable, and danced side to side when she tried to lead it forward, but it didn’t buck her or bite at her hands. I thought it amazing, but Esther, who knows more of horses and their training than me, was disbelieving and kept her rifle close at hand in case the Stallion turned on her.

It never did, though.

We’d come farther in our mad chase than I’d guessed, and it took another hour before we were within sight of the mission. The low hills on this side of the valley gave us a breath-taking view of the landscape, and we could see all the way to the bay in the south, the sunlight glittering off its waters.
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Grace and Sylvia were waving scarfs and cheering for us as we rode up, but I found Jasmine waiting with her kit and a bottle of alcohol. The tall teen’s features were solemn as she cleaned and restitched my wounds, her fingers gentle as any, but she muttered beneath her breath the entire time.

“Foolish man, thinking with the hair on his chest. Nearly got himself killed for a horse. Not a horse made of gold, no, a gigantic horse. So, he can go fast. Why do men like going fast? Is it because of the testicles? Does it drain their brains or something?”

I kept silent as her tirade rolled over me and counted it as a light punishment. She was right. I had been foolish. I was a married man now and soon would be responsible for providing for a family. There was no one else to step up if something happened to me and the pains of my injuries should have been warning enough that death wasn’t the only thing that could keep me from that.

When Jasmine was done, she handed me over to Lian, who waited with another full tub of water. The small woman didn’t seem upset in the slightest that I was caked in dirt and horse scent. Just the opposite, in fact. While the others were busy trying to wrangle the fillies and stallion into the Mission’s paddock, Lian took care to soap every inch of me with her tiny hands. Every inch but the one that cried out for her touch. The little minx, either out of sadistic delight or shyness, left my throbbing member alone, with everything but her eyes.

When she was finished, I clambered out of the tub to find Grace waiting for me with a clean towel. Lian took one look at the expression on the older brunette’s face and watched the woman advance on me with an owlish look.

“Be a dear and see that our husbands’ bed is prepared. He’ll be spending the rest of the morning abed,” she said over her shoulder to Lian. The girl ducked a bow and fled into the Mission, evincing a chuckle from Grace.

“You aren’t mad at me for racing off like a fool?” I asked, curious why Grace smiled so easily and wrapped the surrounding towel so gently.

“Sometimes risks are necessary when the reward is of significant size.” She cocked her head and smiled when she heard Esther’s voice raise in a curse. “And those horses will be a perfect start for Delilah, to breed them.”

She was right, and I felt better about my decision as I hobbled into the Mission. As I stepped inside, I spotted a column of smoke rising to the east. Pausing in the doorway, I tried to gauge how far to the north it was and felt Grace’s hands pull me inside.

“Leave tomorrow’s troubles for tomorrow. You won’t be joining any fights today.”

“We won’t be joining that fight,” I said, and frowned when Grace made a sound in the back of her throat. When I looked, her expression was smooth though.

I found Jasmine and Lian pulling down clean sheets on a large bed and spotted a bottle of amber liquid sitting on the table. Angling Grace over to the table, I sank down into one of the wooden chairs. Without a word Grace poured me a glass and set down three more, pouring healthy measures into each.

“Lian, why don’t you have a seat. I think it’s time we discussed some things.”

Freezing like a frightened possum, the girl looked like she might flee any second, but eventually she slunk down into the chair beside mine and opposite Grace. Jasmin sat beside her and patted Lian’s knee under the table, offering up a smile of commiseration.

“You wish to question my commitment to the tribe, and my devotion to Lord John.” Lian’s head was tilted down but her eyes, peeking up from under long lashes, were sharp as awls. “Is this correct?”

“Something like that, yes, Lian.” Grace pulled the bottle over and poured me another glass, which I hadn’t realized I’d emptied. “Also, I’d like to know we haven’t started a war with your clan by stealing you away.”

Lian sat in silence for several long seconds, and I saw Grace’s expression grow more approving. She appreciated when a person considered a thing from all angles.

“My life is as valuable as what it provides my family, and after them my people. The agreement Lord John struck with my Empress Wushan will do more than that.” A flicker of fear entered her eyes, then was quickly replaced behind the mask of stillness.

“But you fear we won’t live by our word,” I said, nodding when I saw the girl’s expression flicker.

“Is this true, child?” Grace asked, her face registering shock and then giving me an approving nod as she took Lian’s hands from her undrunk glass and folded them in hers. Leaning across the table, she spoke from her heart. “Look at me, Lian… The kindness your grandmother showed us has already been paid. I left papers at the bank and an account in their name. John made a promise, and it will not be broken. I’ve seen to that.”

Lian got a cornered look in her eyes, and she tried to pull back out of Grace’s hands. I reached forward and rested mine atop hers without force but letting her feel my warmth.

“If we die, the deed to the mine is already in your grandmother’s name. If she’s smart enough to follow up with the state’s office, they can’t keep it from her. And if there is one thing that woman is, it’s smart.”

“You lie?”

Lian’s eyes were wide, and she shook in her seat, but when the two of us nodded, she burst into tears. Shocked by her response, I froze, and Grace swatted my hand away. Before I could move to the girl, Jasmine had pulled her into a hug, and Grace was standing to move around and do the same.

As the three of them clung to one another, weeping, I threw back my second glass, relishing the taste of spice and fire on my tongue. Something Grace had said earlier rose up from the back of my mind and I felt my lips hardening into a line. When I set the third glass down, empty, it smacked the wood with a sharp crack.

Grace glanced over, her eyes red rimmed, but growing even more troubled when she saw my expression. The same look fell over Jasmine’s. But as I spoke, Lian’s grin became fierce, and the tiny girl struck the table with a fist as hard as stone when I finished.

“You don’t seem surprised,” I said to Grace when she rose to tell Esther and the others.

Pausing at the door, she glanced back at me with that special smile of hers. “I know the type of man I fell in love with. Rest up, I’ll tell the others and we’ll be ready to go at first light.”

“She told us last night to expect this,” Jasmine said, and Lian nodded. “But I didn’t believe. John, is this wise?”

“Sometimes a thing needs doing, whether it’s smart or not.”

Lian nodded sharply, and I desperately wished I shared her confidence.
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Two nights later I sat astride Blackfoot, as the beast danced side to side beneath me.

Delilah had proven her genius with the stallion. He wasn’t tamed, not by a long shot, but he would take a saddle and tolerate me on it. The bubbly blonde had become a kind of pet to the beast, and he would often come between us when we were touching or kissing and try to part us. I worried the stallion had amorous intentions until it met Copper and was obviously smitten.

Delilah’s mare ruled the small herd and helped corral the wild fillies. With her around, the stallion wasn’t going anywhere. But every second he wanted to show off. Racing up and down hillsides and trying to buck me whenever I lost concentration for a second.

The beast finally settled down, and I fit the spyglass to my eye and peered down. The central valley stretched from north to south for hundreds of miles, and on its western edge were a series of low, craggy hills and narrow ravines. It had taken the better part of a day to make our way through the difficult terrain.

Once again Esther and Delilah had guided us through without issue, and the blonde had even taken three hares during the afternoon. I could smell the stew cooking behind me even from this distance, and my mouth watered to return and dig in.

Movement at the base of the cliff I sat atop had me worried and then afraid when I scanned the rough, armed men through the spyglass.

“Brigands,” Esther said when I dropped the glass.

The lanky blonde had a sour grimace on her face as she sat her horse nearby. Her mare had the good sense to stand still near the sheer cliff, while Blackfoot danced side to side as if he were one of the burlesque girls; eager to be seen and brimming with confidence.

“I count two dozen at least,” I said.

“Where did they come from?” Delilah asked.

“Pirates for the most part,” Esther said with a shrug. “Who knows what they’re doing out here? Probably ransacked a homestead or something.” Turning, she spit to the side and fingered her rifle as she glanced down.

“Let’s move back before they spot us,” I said, knowing there was little chance of that but wanting to keep Delilah away from the rapists and thieves.

“What’s that?”

Delilah pointed out onto the wide plain, but I didn’t spot anything besides stands of trees and in the far distance a ribbon of blue as the river wound its way out to the bay. I was about to tell the blonde she was seeing things, but then I caught a glimmer of something out of the corner of my eye. Turning to the side, I could just make out dim lights and the movement out there.

Esther swore and, leaning over, pulled the spyglass from my fingers and trained it on the river. Swearing again, she handed the glass to me.

“Good eyes, Delilah. You see them?” she asked me as the distant scene leaped into view.

With the low light it was impossible to see details, but I spotted a large body of people moving straight towards the bandits hidden in the hills below us. Scanning the crowd, I got the sense they were fleeing something. Raising the spyglass, I caught sight of ranks of red-coated men and my blood went cold.

Handing the glass to Esther, the blonde swore for a third time.

“What is it?” Delilah asked.

“The brigands are part of a trap,” I said, my mind working furiously.

“They won’t reach the hills before first light,” Esther said. “But after that…”

“What do we do?” Delilah asked, her grin turned eager as she rested a hand on her rifle. But I shook my head, knowing that path would be too dangerous.

“We can’t afford to engage when we don’t know who we’re fighting.”

“We know who they are.” The bloodthirstiness in Delilah’s tone shocked me, but I sympathized. I wanted them dead, or gone from these shores, but we couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

“Gather dry wood.” I pointed back from the cliff. “We can build a fire. That should give those fleeing warning that something’s ahead.”

“I like it,” Esther said with a firm nod and slipping off her mount she and Delilah set about building a small fire while I used the spyglass to scan those out on the plain. Twilight’s gloom was darkening everything rapidly, but I spotted a familiar mustachioed figure riding at the fore of the large party, with a slender man riding at his side.

The party was about eighty strong, with rifles clutched in most hands, but the force riding them down was equally large and better equipped. Every minute brought the groups close, and I was able to make out more and more details until the crackle of dry wood sent Blackfoot scampering back from the cliff.

By the time I got the mulish stallion back up near Delilah and Esther, there was a cherry blaze roaring. The light killed my night vision, and I gave up trying to peer through the darkness down into the valley.

“The group stopped,” Esther said, crouching and having taken the spyglass back from me. “Now they’re turning north… and the party chasing them has stopped.”

“It worked!” Delilah said, her white teeth flashing as she grinned up at me. When she reached for my boot, Blackfoot butted his nose in-between and the teen giggled, ruffling his ears.

“Let’s get back,” I said. “I want to be moving before dawn.”

“I bet he just wants to crawl into bed with Ma and Jasmine.” Delilah snickered quietly as she pulled herself up onto Copper’s back.

“Is it their night already?” Esther asked with a frown, and I felt her eyes on my back as I rode down the game trail and into the hollow behind the cliff.

The lanky blonde hadn’t pressed me again, but I could feel the questions hovering behind her eyes. As we rode into the camp, the scent of rabbit stew and baking biscuits caused my stomach to rumble. But I hobbled Blackfoot and spent long minutes brushing him down. The horse barely tolerated the lead, but he’d taken to having his coat brushed since Delilah had gotten all the dead hair. Now he gleamed in the darkness, his coat smooth and shiny.

Before joining Grace, Lian and the others by the fire, I plucked at Esther’s sleeve and drew away, back where the others couldn’t hear. She waited with a look of expectation. But what I’d been about to say escaped me and I hunted around for the right words.

“Don’t add so much weight to it,” Esther said with a shrug. “It doesn’t have to make sense. I love her and you… and I want you both. Does that make me selfish? Yes.” She winked, “Do I care? No.”

“I don’t want to come between you two, or force Lilly into a situation that makes her uncomfortable—”

“Why don’t you let Lilliana decide that for herself?” Turning found the woman herself stepping around the horses. “Thought I spotted you two slipping off into the shadows.”

There was something dangerous in the slender Latina’s eyes, and after a second, I recognized it as jealousy. Opening my mouth to explain, Esther stilled my tongue by resting her hand on my chest and stepping forward.

“Tell him, Lil,” Esther said in a low, serious tone. “What you told me our first night together.”
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Lilliana’s back stiffened and her face grew stiff, but as she stared into Esther’s green eyes, her expression softened until finally she sagged and nodded. The lanky blonde drew her lover over to a downed log in the tall grasses and patted the spot on Lilly’s other side. I took a seat beside the slender woman and waited for her to speak and reading pain on her sharp features from the light of the stars above.

“I told you some of it before… My uncle and his men… When I was a girl…” Breathing deeply, Lilliana brushed a tear from her smooth cheek with a long finger and drew in a deep breath before continuing. “I haven’t been with a man since, and never thought I’d have the desire. I’m still not sure I do.”

Lilly glanced up at me in apology, but I smiled and nodded for her to go on. I couldn’t be sure if she caught my expression in the darkness, but she continued in a stronger voice.

“I never thought I’d have feelings again either, but when I first met you, Esther, I knew.”

“I took more convincing,” the blonde said, leaning against Lilly.

“Not much,” said the Latina with her first smile of the night, a weak one, but I was happy to see it.

Esther reached over and took my hand and rested it on Lilly’s thigh. The Latina trembled beneath the touch, and I saw a war of emotions pass over her face. I was surprised and elated when she parted her thighs, but Esther knew her lover better than she knew herself and pulled my fingers up to kiss their tips.

“Take it slow,” Esther breathed, turning her head to press her lips to Lilly’s neck. Nodding at me, I dipped my head to do the same on the slender woman’s other side.

“Ohhh… yes… slow,” Lilly twisted, and I heard her lips meet Esther’s.

The three of us tumbled off the log and into the tall grasses. I gave a groan when I landed on my side, but the women either didn’t care or didn’t notice as their hands slid beneath clothing.

I thought they’d forgotten me until Esther wiggled around and hooked strong fingers in my shirt and pulled my lips to hers. Letting my hands caress her body, I felt Lilly’s smaller hands join in as we peeled the lanky blonde’s clothing off.

“Mhmm, now this is more like it.” Esther bit her bottom lips and hissed in pleasure as Lilliana latched onto one firm nipple, and I took the second.

The Latina’s fingers were nimble as they plucked free the laces to Esther’s britches, but they fumbled when trying to haul them down. With a firm yank, I had them down and her long legs flashed into the night. Lilly and I kissed our way down Esther’s smooth stomach and I felt her fingers tighten on my hair and draw me up.

“Mhmm, you’re sweet but learn… from the… master… Oh heavens Lil… right there!”

I’d made love with Esther dozens of times and thought I knew all of her buttons. Watching Lilly work, I learned I’d only been scratching the surface. The Latina’s tongue and fingers had Esther screaming her pleasure into my lips in no time at all.

The blonde sagged onto the grasses and pulled Lilly up into a passionate kiss. She turned the Latina’s lips, and the woman brushed mine with a chaste kiss. Esther grinned and did something with her hips that flipped Lilly onto her back.

Then it was her and my turn to strip, tease, and touch the woman’s body. Lilly wasn’t shy, but I still took my time as I traced my lips and fingers over her small breasts and down her narrow waist. Esther brought me down with her as she ministered to Lilly’s sex, and we took turns attacking her with our tongues and fingers.

The Latina didn’t give in until we took her from both sides, and then her nails dug into my shoulders, and I heard the sweet music of her orgasmic song. The three of us lay there for a long moment while Lilly caught her breath. Then Esther swung her hip over mine and rode me with singular intent.

While her lover took her pleasure from my raging hard-on, Lilly curled up in my arms. The Latina was in awe of the blonde as she leaned back, torso stretched out and firm breasts standing proudly on her chest. Lilly gave a start when my hand slid down her back and cupped her firm little ass and turned hot eyes on me.

Our lips met, and I was reminded of Sylvia, as the woman’s tongue drove into my mouth. The sisters had the same intensity and passion, and once woken, it roared like an inferno. Soon she was crawling atop me and pressing her wet pussy to my lips as she embraced Esther.

“I love you. Oh god, baby, I love you so much.”

“I love you too!”

Neither asked for my input as they rode my body, but I wasn’t complaining. When my orgasm came, Esther pulled my dick to the hilt inside her, while Lilly begged me to give them a child. I didn’t have the heart to tell the woman, as we lay in post coitus bliss after, that Esther was probably already with child. The two seemed too happy and full of bliss as they whispered quiet words to one another.

My stomach rumbled but the exhaustion of a long day, and my recent release had me feeling sleepy. My lids lowered as I took in the last of the night sky above.

The sound of steel striking steel rang out in the night, and my lids flew open.

“What was that?” Esther sat up, suddenly alert and pushed aside Lily’s hands when she tried to pull her down.

The Latina was smiling, but she caught something in Esther’s expression and became serious instantly. My ears strained, and I heard it again, along with the sound of a man’s voice coming from the direction of our camp.

My feet were beneath me before I registered moving, but I wasn’t about to rush into another situation headlong. I’d done enough of that and couldn’t afford to risk it.

Esther was at my side a half second later, passing over my pistol to me, but I shook my head and drew my knife from my discarded belt. She met my eyes and nodded grimly but kept her own rifle. Motioning for Lilly to remain and stay silent, she hooked two fingers, indicating I was to follow her.

I was perfectly happy following in Esther’s footsteps. The woman moved like a cat; her form crouched low beneath the tall grass. I placed my bare feet where she did, wearing nothing but the blade in my hand.

“Tie ’em up.” Came a voice muffled by the wind. “We’ll sell ’em. Once we’re done with ’em.”

I never heard a scream or shout of fear from the women, and that reassured me.

Esther slipped into the grasses to the side, and I was about to move after her when I noticed the man sneaking in the direction Lilly hid. He froze when he saw me loom, naked out of the night, jaw gawping silently. I didn’t hesitate.

Two quick strides had me within reach, then my knife was in his neck. I caught the man before he hit the ground, lowering him the rest of the way, as his blood pumped out.

Esther moved past me, nodding in approval, and pointing for me to circle the other way. A few seconds later I was able to see the six men training rifles on Grace and the rest. One moved through the women, tying them with rough cord, but none complained as he did so. When he got to Lian, he grimaced and cuffed the girl on the side of her head.

“What we do ’bout this yellow bitch? She won’t earn a dollar.”

“Bugger her for all I care, Royce. We got bigger fish to worry about. Darren ain’t found their man yet.”

“Ima kill her,” the man said with an evil snicker. “Then bugger her.”

The casual brutality with which he backhanded Lian awoke an anger inside me I had only felt charging through the bank in San Fran. The world went red, and my hand whipped out, the blade spinning through the intervening distance, even as the battle cry of rage left my throat.

Heads turned at the sound and were witness to my dagger sprouting from the rope-man’s throat. Their screams and the shots of their rifles were drowned out by the blood thundering in my ears.

The first man I reached, I tore his head off with an open-handed slap that burst blood from his opposite ear. His corpse made the perfect distraction when I kicked it, and the stump shot blood in the faces of two others. Their shots went wide as I leaped on another.

Their leader was a cold one and kept his cool in the chaos. Sighting carefully as he backed away, his rifle was lined up with my face when Lian’s heel struck his abdomen. I heard a single retch before Lian’s fist connected with his throat and he collapsed back, choking on his own blood.

Short seconds of hot combat stretched into long minutes as the battle juices surged in me and waded through the last of the bandits. These weren’t hardened soldiers. Other than their leader, they were a sour smelling and sickly group. When their leader fell, two tried to flee but Esther dropped one from the grass and I did for the other with a hatchet thrown in to his back.

Staggering around, I searched for another enemy, but silence reigned in the night.
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“John!” The name came from several voices as they rushed in to check on me, but the blood coating me from head to foot wasn’t mine.

“We need to move,” I said.

“Delilah and Jasmine are seeing to it,” Grace said, steering me onto a stool then moving to help untie Sylvia, who had been gagged.

My hands shook as the battle juices left me, and I drew in deep breaths. My first instinct was to rush into the grasses and make sure the last of them were taken care of. But Esther could handle that better than me.

When Lilly stepped into the firelight, she rushed her sister, folding Sylvia in a tight embrace, then pulled Jasmine into the hug. The slender Latina’s eyes were dry, but I could guess at her terror sitting alone in the darkness, waiting for word from Esther. Hearing gun shots and screams, while not knowing who lived or died, would have been awful.

“The horses are saddled and ready. Let’s pack up the last of camp,” Delilah said, Grace and Lian joining her.

Jasmine checked my stitches, but I hadn’t popped any. The teen’s hand lingered on my muscles and back as she eavesdropped on her mother and aunt’s conversation. I got a breakdown of what happened and was grateful things hadn’t gone worse.

The men had appeared out of the darkness, guns drawn and foul words on their breath. Sylvia had heard her sister’s cries of pleasure, but nothing after and they worried we’d been caught. The gorgeous Madame’s dark eyes alighted on me when she told Lilly about being unafraid, because she knew I was coming for them.

“When you appeared out of the night bathed in your enemies’ blood… Dios mio.” The woman made the sign of the cross, her eyes shining with pride. “I have never felt so safe and secure.”

From the heated way the words rolled off her tongue, I got the impression she was powerfully turned on.

“These hills are crawling with bandits and pirates,” Esther said, striding up with her rifle hooked over one shoulder. “If you’re set on this, John, we need to make a run for it across the valley.”

I felt all seven sets of eyes on me, but the decision was easy.

“Lead the way down into the valley and hunt us a ford across that river.”

Esther nodded and swung up into her saddle. Jasmine surprised me by grabbing Delilah before she hopped atop Copper and kissing the girl fiercely.

“Stay safe out there,” the tall girl whispered to her best friend, and Delilah responded with a fierce smile.

“Always.” The blonde’s eyes flickered to me, and she smirked. “Keep him safe.”

“I will,” Jasmine said, and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when the beautiful teen turned a placid expression on me.

Her face might have been mild, but there was steel just beneath the surface. The girl was spending far too much time with Grace and had learned the older woman’s way of employing her soft power to great effect. Wondering what I’d gotten myself into by saddling myself with so many powerful women, I swung up into Blackfoot’s saddle after pulling on clothes and strapping on my guns.

As we rode down the mountains under the half moon, my harem spread around me like a pack of she-wolves. Sudden emotion swirled in me when I took in their fierce expressions and determination and revised my earlier thought. Certainly, there would be challenges, living and loving women with such strong characters, but they would always pale in comparison to the joy of having them in my life.

My thoughts returned to my father for some reason. Perhaps it was the strange mountains, or the cold night breeze. He’d always been a man that loved the cold.

I wondered what he’d be thinking if he were looking down now. Would he think me a lecherous man who’d fallen into the sin of greed and lust? Or would he see how much our little family relied on one another and made one another better? I could only guess, but I thought he’d think the latter.

With tragedy comes opportunity if you’re resilient enough to find it.

That truth had been one he tried to instill in me through harsh lessons, but his death had been the harshest of all. Remembering those terrible days just after his murder, the fear and mistrust of people I’d come to love, I knew that fate would never befall me again. The knowledge eased something inside of me that had been fragile or broken since I was a boy.

“Here, you didn’t have a chance to eat the stew.” Grace pushed a cloth-wrapped bundle over to me and I took it with a grateful smile. “Have you given any thought to what we do next?”

“James Dutton was leading the force being chased.” Grace frowned for a moment before recognizing the name.

“The man from the river crossing? What a strange coincidence.”

“Not that strange,” Jasmine said, nodding. “Before we parted, John told him the best place to build his fort would be at a river crossing.”

“Aye,” I said, nodding, “And I think we’ll find the rest of his forces where that river joins another. We’ll have to ride hard, but with Esther and Delilah scouting the way forward, we should be able to stay clear of Colonel Galveston and his men.”

At mention of the colonel, a chilly silence fell over the group.
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Two days before I sat the women down in the Mission and told them my plan.

There had been a short discussion, then all had agreed to my plan after a few minor changes. My heart had been full as we rode away from the Mission, but also a fear that hadn’t left me since then.

Deciding to fight for our land was one thing, but actually riding towards a battle was something else. The seven women with me were as tough and capable as any man, but there was no guarantee we’d all make it out alive. They’d agreed it was necessary, that none of them wanted to live under colonial rulership, and the only way to stop it was for all to fight for our freedom.

As we let the horses pick their path down the hills, I turned over the past couple of days in my head. We’d ridden hard, through rough country, and the women had bonded through the journey.

Something had passed between Sylvia and Grace after that first night together. I wasn’t certain it boded well for me to have the pair in agreement all the time, but it was a fair tradeoff with the relaxed energy the pair brought to the group.

Esther and Lilliana spent every moment together when the blonde wasn’t scouting out ahead. When she did, Sylvia and Jasmine rode beside her, keeping her company and distracted from her worries for her lover. I hadn’t rejoined them in their sheets, but Esther promised me when I did, they had a surprise for me.

Delilah and Sylvia had taken most of my free time. The pair seemed hell-bent on teaching Lian everything thing they knew about lovemaking, through demonstration.

At the end of our first day, I was currying Blackfoot when Sylvia slipped up behind me. I felt her massive breasts press to my back as the scent of her filled my head. Turning to look back at her with a questioning frown, the words died on my tongue when I saw that she no longer wore her riding dress.

Instead, the former Madame wore a sheer black gown that did nothing to hide her incredible curves. A lacy garter hugging one thigh peeked out when she slipped the leg around mine, her heels slipping up my thigh.

“You’ve duties to perform, husband.”

“What are you…” My eyes rose above her head, and I saw Delilah laying down a blanket on the dry grasses.

“Lian wanted to brush the horses down and Delilah wanted to show her what she’s been missing.” Sylvia’s fingers twisted in the laces of my shirt. “We require a few minutes of your time.”

The woman’s dark eyes held a heat I matched as my cock hardened in my pants. My own gaze shifted to Lian, standing awkwardly as she brushed down her mount. The girls’ eyes were round as she watched Delilah lay out the blanket, and her cheeks were red with embarrassment, but she made no move to leave or turn away.

Letting Sylvia pull me forward, the three of us fell onto the blankets. The Latina was in charge, having me lay back. I was grateful after a long day in the saddle that she wasn’t making me work but saw straight off it wasn’t for my benefit alone.

Sylvia plucked at the girls’ clothing, stripping her faster than seemed possible, and then ordered her to dance for us. The Latina beauty slipped down beside me, one thigh thrown over mine as she pulled free my manhood and gave its turgid length gentle strokes. We watched Delilah dance, and Lian did too.

Lian watched as she brushed the horses down, the girl’s eyes round and breathing heavily as they took in Delilah’s swaying hips. The blonde was getting good at her teasing dances, and my cock was throbbing by the time she shucked the gown and leaped atop me. Her tightness closed over my cock, and her cries of pleasure rose into the air.

Sylvia pulled my lips to her, her hot tongue slipping along mine as her hand took a fistful of my hair. Turning my head none too gently, I heard the Latina hiss in pleasure when she took in Lian with a hand gripping one small breast and the other pressed between her thighs.

“This tongue can’t wait to taste your pretty little pussy, Lian. Why don’t you come ride his handsome face?”

Lian's face went white as a sheet and the girl turned and fled through the horses towards camp, Sylvia’s laughter following the girl.

“That one’s wound tighter than a top,” Sylvia purred, her fingers slipping down my firm stomach. “And when she finally lets loose, you better be holding on, big boy, or that tiger might rip you in half.”

“Oh god!” Delilah’s cry rose higher as I felt her sex tightening on my cock and cut off when Sylvia sat up and pulled the teen’s lips to hers.

The sight of the sexy former Madame making out with the busty blonde as she came on my dick was too much and I flooded her depths. After Delilah collapsed beside me, Sylvia sucked my cock clean and got me hard. In minutes I had her bent over, her mouth on Delilah’s tight pussy as she lapped up the rest of my cum.

That evening as I crawled into Grace’s tent, she and Jasmine were more circumspect as we made love, but not by much. The tent flap was never closed, and neither modulated their sounds of pleasure as they rode me.

On the next day, when Sylvia and Delilah tried to waylay me outside their tent and mount me beside the fire, I tried to put a stop to it.

“Haven’t you tortured the girl enough? She was forced into this union, and I won’t have you two adding even more pressure to her.”

The pair looked chastened, and Lian grateful. Ten minutes later I caught Sylvia sliding the girl’s garter down one slender thigh while Lian sat nearby, watching with an avid expression, and I began to realize their play had a deeper intent.

Sylvia had caught on to something about Lian that I hadn’t. The former Madame was wise in the ways of intimacy, wiser than any I knew, and her sixth sense for these things queued in on the younger girl’s fetish.

Feeling more comfortable with our play, I joined Sylvia and Delilah in their tent that night. As I lay the Latina back and kissed my way down her body, I glanced out of the tent and saw Lian, nearly hidden in the shadows outside. Crooking a finger, I called her in and pointed to the pile of clothes.

“Come fold the laundry, Lian. Then you can help me bathe.”

Curious about how she would respond, I was delighted when she leaped to her feet and scampered into the tent. Ducking her head, lips compressed into a shy smile of desire, she began folding the clothes while her eyes remained locked on the sexy sight before her.

“Good boy,” Sylvia purred. “Now get back to work.”

Her wicked grin turned into an “O” of pleasure as my tongue found her love button. When Delilah was happily bouncing on my lap a minute later like a ten-cent whore, Lian’s hand was lost within her skirts and the clothes she was supposed to be folding forgotten.

“You like that, whore?” I growled in Delilah’s ear, loving the feel of her young pussy tightening on my dick when I called her the dirty word. “You like being watched by that innocent girl as your slutty ass shakes on my dick?”

“YES!!”

Her nails dug into my shoulders as the orgasm swept over her body. The blonde was left panting, limp and weak as Sylvia fell atop us. That night, I took both Delilah and Sylvia in their tightest holes. All the while, Lian stared on with a euphoric expression on her face.

The girls’ voyeuristic desires reached their peak as I hammered Sylvia’s tight ass and stared directly into Lian’s eyes. Her body curled in on itself, and she nearly collapsed to the tent floor, but never once broke eye contact with me as the orgasm hit her.

I still didn’t fully understand Lian’s predilections, but she was growing more comfortable around me and closer with the others, which was good. As we made our way down to the valley, she rode beside Jasmine.

The pair of them spoke in quiet whispers, interrupted occasionally by giggles and laughter. When I’d ridden by, they’d fallen silent. Their eyes had tracked me and Blackfoot, and I became certain they were speaking about me.

Finally, the broken ground shifted to rolling hills and soft loam beneath our mounts’ hooves and were able to increase our pace. Esther and Delilah would appear and direct us and signal our path, or lead us through a dense thicket, while the other ranged out ahead.


CHAPTER 91
[image: ]



As light began to stain the eastern horizon, I spotted movement out on the plains below.

It took a long minute before I could resolve the shape, but when I saw the redcoats, my blood ran cold. Dark shadows cloaked most of the land, but here and there I could see scouts riding in pairs and alone as they hunted the land.

James Dutton must not have made it as far or as fast as I’d hoped. Riding with some of the mercenaries were rough looking brigands and pirates. I couldn’t spot the bulk of their forces but knew they must be out there somewhere.

As the sun rose, Delilah and Esther stayed closer to our little group. We kicked up a lot of dust, with our string of pack animals added to our mounts, but the pair kept us to green grasses and narrow trails that wound through stands of trees. They led us down into hollows and through thickets, anything to keep us from being sky lined, and miracle of miracles we made it through the entire morning and into the early afternoon without being spotted.

Several times we could hear the sounds of men laughing and joking with one another, and once they were so close to the stand of trees we sat our horses in that I could smell the sour reek of them. Jasmine and Lian had to cover their mouths to keep from coughing and giving away our position.

The British mercenaries weren’t much better than the pirates they’d hired to do their dirty work. They rode around with their heads down, instead of on a swivel and spoke so loudly they startled birds and animals in the underbrush.

The nearest we came to being caught was when a pair of Hispanic mercenaries rode past a thicket we were hiding behind. The pair were alert for anything, hands resting on their rifles. I recognized their coats as the same as Esposito and his men had been wearing. They looked harder and were definitely more alert than the others.

One spotted something in the grass pointing and they stopped. The second man slipped off his mount and dropped to his haunches to inspect whatever it was, and I saw Esther easing her rifle out of its sheath on her saddle. Shaking my head to still her, the blonde held the weapon at the ready, just in case.

I knew the gunshot would bring the rest of the scouts down on us, and I wanted to avoid it at all costs. I was contemplating whether I could chuck two of the hand axes I’d taken from the Mission, before either man could get off a shout or a shot, when there was the staccato sound of gunfire from nearby. The men grinned eagerly at one another and were off in the direction of the fighting.

“This will give us cover to get away,” Esther said, turning her mount to lead us in the opposite direction.

“Shouldn’t we see if we can help?” Delilah asked, her eyes searching out for her mom and then me.

Grace looked over at me, as did the others, their expressions ranging from fearful to excited. Esther looked the most worried, and that’s what gave me pause. But I couldn’t leave General Dutton to them, not if there was a chance we could help.

“We keep to the tree line,” I said. “Esther, see if you can find them. If we can help, we will, but I’m not going to risk you all on a gamble. Got it?”

I was staring directly into Esther’s eyes, and the blonde gave a firm nod. Her expression was troubled, but once the first scream rose into the air, and it was clearly that of a woman, I saw her face grow fixed with resolve.

We rode quickly through the stand of trees, Delilah picking us out a trail as Esther raced ahead. In short order we were sitting our mounts behind a dense thicket of brush while we waited for Esther. The blonde never rode back to us. Instead, I heard her shout less than a minute into our wait.

“Wagon train! Under attack!”

The shout was followed a second later by the unmistakable sound of Esther’s long rifle. And again, while we crashed through the underbrush. The thicket we hid in was on the leeward side of a small hill. In a depression between two hills wound a narrow creek and beside it was the unmistakable sight of a covered wagon train, circled up.

As the sight of the battle came into view, I felt my blood go cold. Men and women fought between the wagons, the flash of muzzle fire point blank. I saw the flash of a sword in the dim evening light and spotted a tall, red-coated man astride his horse chop at a man. When he raised the blade, a line of red blood sprayed across the wagon’s white covering, followed by a death scream.

On the far side of the wagon train a giant of a man fought off three men who tried to breach their circle, and I recognized the golden hair of James Dutton, and beside him the slender black hair of Lian.

“There are too many,” Esther said with a shake of her head. “The risk is too great—”

The blonde’s voice cut off, and I followed her gaze to the wagon nearest our thicket. Two red-coated men had cut a hole in a wagon and were dragging a woman and her two little girls out. When I saw the shorter, fatter man cup one of the little girls’ backsides and leer at his friend evilly, my blood went cold, and I was moving before I realized it.

“Delilah, take the right flank! Grace on the left!”

Esther shouted orders to the woman as I heard the snapping of branches and thunder of hooves behind me. My awareness of them was distant as the blood pounded in my ears and my vision filled with the face of men hell-bent on raping children.

Blackfoot let out a scream of rage so terrifying my own terrible anger cooled for a second. The horse sensed the fight we were riding into, and instead of pulling on the reins, the beast charged headlong into it.

The two men looked up in shock as I came barreling towards them, Blackfoot carrying me faster than seemed possible. Before I could cock my rifle back, the pair were before us and Blackfoot was rearing back. A giant hoof took the first man in the chest, throwing him ten feet and the second struck the other man in the head, missing the girl he held.

The woman screamed bloody murder, not knowing me from the redcoats, and grabbed her girls and fled for the trees. I was too busy worrying about the four bandits that had turned their rifles on me when they heard the screams.

My own rifle barked once, twice, and thrice as I worked the lever action. Not taking the time to sight, I had to trust instinct and training. The fourth man got his shot off before I could put a slug into his chest, but it went wide. His fear nearly complete as Blackfoot came charging, and before I could put sights on him, the giant horse was riding him down like he was a dry bush. Bones snapping like twigs.

I heard Esther shouting more orders behind me, and the bark of rifles. A man who loomed from between two wagons before me disappeared in a cloud of red mist when Jasmine put a bullet through his head. But I couldn’t divert my attention to worry about the women, not with dozens of men still trying to breach the wagon circle.

Riding Blackfoot at a canter is like trying to wrestle a bear, and one that wants to bite the hand on the reins the first chance it gets. Riding him in battle should have seen me bucked and the beast racing for the hills a second later, but the giant stallion seemed to feel my anger and feed off it. Not only that, but I could feel the horse’s thrill as it smashed chest to chest into another stallion and sent the beast flying. The same thrill that sang in my veins as the battle raged around us, filled the horse, and we rode as one.

Something hot zipped past my cheek, but I ignored it as I smashed the butt of my rifle down into the face of another man. I’d wrenched a curved saber from a red-coated rider, and after sticking it through his neck, proceeded to lay about me, as we rode around the wagon circle.

The men fell like cord wood before us. When they heard the screams of their companions, they would turn from the wagons to find a wall of black horse charging them, or my sabers flashing for their faces. It wasn’t until I met a rider with golden knots on one shoulder that I met a foe who didn’t fall immediately.

The man stood nearly as tall as me atop his horse, and his pale features were twisted in rage as he saw the destruction we’d wrought throughout his men. As the fires burned around us, I could feel the battle centering on our confrontation.

Guiding Blackfoot with my knees, I was surprised when he took my direction. Spinning into the officer’s mount, he screamed in rage and snapped at the other horse which nearly collapsed under the larger horse’s weight. Seeing the man nearly tumble from his seat, my confidence surged, then faulted when his saber flashed forward like lightning at my face.

Barely avoiding losing an eye, or my head, I deflected his attack with my own sword and realized how foolish it had been to fight a trained swordsman on horseback. Between trying to keep my seat, guiding Blackfoot, and parrying the flurry of attacks that few at me, it was all I could do to stay alive.

I owe my life to Blackfoot, who managed to bite down on the man’s sword arm when he pulled it back. As he screamed in pain, I took advantage and buried my own in his chest.
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Screaming his triumph, Blackfoot wheeled beneath me, hooves thumping the ground as we hunted for more enemies. We only found the backs of our enemy as their ranks broke, racing for the open plain and up into the thicket we’d recently vacated.

“Leave them!” I shouted after Delilah when she rose her rifle and began to give chase.

“Friend!” Turning I found James Dutton striding forward with his arms outstretched.

The swarthy man was soot stained and there was blood coating half his face from an ugly cut along his scalp, but he beamed from ear to ear.

“I’d hoped we could meet again under better circumstances,” I said, and the man let out a guffaw of laughter and slapped me on the thigh, dancing back when Blackfoot tried to take a bite out of his shoulder.

“These were the best circumstances I could think of,” the man boomed. “You and your women there saved us. Thought we were goners there for a few minutes.”

“They’re reforming behind the hills,” Delilah said as she rode up on Copper.

I saw many of the men do a double take when they saw the beautiful blonde ride up with her hair streaming behind her. Then they noticed the rifle she held so comfortably in her off-hand, and their smiles faltered.

“How many mounts do you have?” I asked Dutton, but the man shook his head.

“The settlers won’t abandon their wagons—”

“It’s everything we have!” shouted a potbellied man.

“We’ll fight ’em off again!” yelled another with a white beard who I took for the wagon master. Several men shouted agreement, but I could see fear written on the womenfolks’ faces.

“Are your things more important than that?”

I stabbed a finger at a child clutched in her mother’s arms and the woman grabbed the babe close and glared at me as if it were I who wanted it dead. She shot her husband a frightened look, and I saw his bellicose expression grow troubled.

“He’s right,” Dutton said with a grimace.

“But General—”

“No buts!” Wheeling on the other man Dutton suddenly wroth. “This is war, Grayson! We can rebuild hutches and reweave blankets. The man’s right, we can’t beat back another attack. There are hundreds of cavalry in the area. Unhitch those wagon teams and get blankets or saddles on their backs! We ride in ten minutes!”

There were no protests when they saw the general’s men, a small honor guard of a dozen or so, begin following his orders. The women were relieved and even some of the men were, but I knew this would only be a reprieve. Pulling Dutton aside, I asked him what was going on.

“Damned if I know. Two weeks ago, we were putting down our first stakes, marking off land for a city. Next thing I know we have reports of brigands, pirates, and even red coated Englishmen all over the valley.” Spitting to the side, he scanned the chaos of the wagon train, making sure everyone was working and judging when they would be done. “Rousing people from their homes and demanding they swear to the crown.”

“How many are we facing?”

“No idea. Near as my scouts can tell, they have close to two thousand men. And that’s not counting the Black Company, that joined them. That Prince Albert is a right bastard. Put Lodi to the torch and stole away their women and girl folk…. Nasty business.”

“We need to move,” Esther said, riding up with a worried look on her face. “Another company of cavalry has joined the survivors. We’ll have fifty riflemen on us any minute.”

The party of people was only half mounted. Many seemed intent on pulling out and carrying everything they could from their wagons. Dutton had turned to one of his soldiers with orders to ride ahead and warn the fort we were coming, while I kneed Blackfoot into the circle of wagons.

The stallion took the direction but tossed his head in annoyance when he had to step over the broken remains of a wagon wheel. Men and women shied back from the beast, but the children drew near, their faces shining with awe as they tilted up to take in me upon the beast’s back.

“I know you feel invincible, after your trek west!” All eyes turned to me, my voice booming louder than I’d intended, but I went with it after having their attention. “I’ve been in your shoes. I know the hardships you’ve faced. But the men out there!” I pointed into the darkness, for the sun had dipped below the horizon. “They aren’t Indians who will trade with you tomorrow. They aren’t even blackguards broken from war! These men have come to steal your land. Steal your women. Steal your lives!”

Deafening silence reigned in the wake of my words, and I frowned, not meaning to have gone on for so long. Every eye was locked on me, and I smacked my hands together so hard. The clap sent Blackfoot into a sideways step.

“Mount up!”

The clap broke the spell that had a hold on them and my shouted order had them scrambling for the nearest horses. Harnesses were cut, and blankets thrown over backs as mothers handed up their children to fathers, before scrambling up behind. With some riding double, and women and children put onto our pack animals, we had everyone mounted and riding out in short order.

Dutton’s men were haggard and exhausted, having spent long days and nights in the saddle. I knew we couldn’t count on them for much, and what little energy they had left would be needed if we got into a fight.

“Delilah, take the front, find out where General Dutton’s fort is, and get us moving there on the fastest route. Don’t worry about being us being spotted.”

“Womenfolk can’t be trusted—” One of the solders began to complain but cut off sharply when Esther swung the muzzle of her long rifle over to him.

The lanky blonde’s hair glittered golden in the twilight, and her beauty had never seemed more apparent, but her cold hard expression put the soldiers back on their heels.

“Esther, you have the rear. They get too close, pick off their officers.” She gave a sharp nod and wheeled her horse and thundered away. “General, you have anything else?”

“No,” the man said with a placid expression on his face. “Seems you got everything handled.”

I felt my cheeks heat and realized I’d been shouting orders when this was his command, for all intents and purposes. However, time was running out, and I wasn’t about to be a part of anyone’s bad plans. Instead of apologizing, I tapped my heels to Blackfoot’s sides and rode back down the line to hurry the stragglers along.

Whether it was my thunder cloud of a face, or Blackfoot’s angry snickers, the men and their horses were soon trotting at a steady clip. The land was flat but broken up here and there by streams and creeks choked full of brush.

Delilah found a trail through the denser parts and soon we were atop a highland plain, buttressed by a foul-smelling marsh. The horses had been pushed all day, and now we were running them through the night. I worried one might break a leg every second, but the path Delilah found was blessedly clear of sharp drop offs or lose boulders that could roll under a horse’s hoof.

An hour into our ride, I could see the pace was hard on the women, children, and most of the men. But when they saw several clouds of dust in our wake their complaints dried up. An hour later when a thick column of black smoke rose, where the wagons had been abandoned, they knew they’d be dead if they hadn’t left when they did.

Their fears were so thick I could almost taste them on the air. The settlers’ husbands hissed questions to the soldiers, wondering what would happen and where we were going. The children clung to their mothers, faces white and tears threatening to fall any second. The womenfolk were of sterner stuff than their husbands, or perhaps it was Grace and the others who gave them a better example to follow.

Wherever my women went, the eyes of the settlers, and most of the soldiers, followed them. Not only were they beautiful and dressed in expensively cut dresses, or britches in Esther’s case, but each was armed to the teeth and showed a confidence with their weapons even the soldiers struggled to maintain. On their husbands’ faces was a covetous expression, while on their womenfolk showed envy.

My own presence had some effect on the settlers, but more so on the soldiers. I felt their eyes on me those first couple hours of riding but had no idea why they stared at me so intently or whispered behind my back when I rode past. I chalked it up to the same thing the settlers husbands felt until General Dutton waved me up to ride at his side.
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“Tell me, John, what did you and your womenfolk get up to in the city?” There was a twinkle of amusement in the man’s eyes, but I was used to seeing that, as well as the almost flirtatious way he grinned. “I see you picked up a few more… friends along the way.”

“Saw some friends, opened a bank account.” I shrugged. “The city has its wonders, but I saw just about enough of it for one lifetime.”

“There is the most unbelievable tale going around about the city. Had the place in an uproar for a couple days, or so the boys tell it.” Matias, the man’s lieutenant and assistant, rode up and though the man tried to hide it, his expression was fixed with interest. “About the man who didn’t just rob a bank, but killed a dozen men with his bare hands, and installed his wife as the president. Isn’t that a crazy tale? How’s a thing like that happen?”

I grimaced and felt a frown growing on my lips. I could feel the eyes of the soldiers nearby burning into my back with suspicion and curiosity and wasn’t sure how to respond. There would be nothing useful in spreading tales, even true ones, or so I feared, but Grace took the choice from me.

“It didn’t happen quite like that, General.” Grace’s cool tones were that of a queen, enduring the tiresome questions of a lesser, and the effect it had on the man and his men was immediate. Instead of getting offended, their backs stiffened, and expressions opened as they listened with rapt attention.

“But if you ever wish to make a secure deposit with our bank, my husband and I will guarantee it.”

“Pardon, ma’am,” the General said, touching his brow and even bowing slightly in his saddle. “Meant no disrespect with my questions. The boys were wondering is all. Is it true what they say of your… husband?”

“That day John saved Jasmine and I’s life.” The gorgeous brunette turned that special smile of hers on me and it pushed back some of the embarrassment as she spoke. “I don’t know the exact number, but it was more than a dozen. All I remember was him striding into that room, covered in his enemy’s blood. The terrible things he had to do were for love, and that gave him the power to do the impossible.”

“Sounds like the tales may have underplayed it a bit,” Dutton said with a wink at Matias.

“Forget the tales men tell, General, and please inform us of the defenses at this fort we ride towards.”

“Ma’am,” General Dutton said, and began relaying the layout and composition of the fort they’d been building. He rattled the items off like an officer reporting to a superior, and Grace nodded along, filing each bit of information away in her brilliant mind.

Now and then she would ask probing questions of the man, digging even deeper to get a more accurate picture. Such as when he mentioned a palisade wall. When Grace began asking about ladders and firing platforms, she learned the “wall” was little more than a trench with sharpened stakes set at an angle.

When she probed him about their arms and ammunition, she found an even bleaker picture. He said every man was armed but turned out he did not know what the composition of their arms were. Several of his soldiers carried single shot rifles and even no rifle at all, just a single six shooter on their hip.

The next time Esther appeared from the rear, Grace waved her forward.

“We need to find the nearest camp of Chinese. Convince them to help in our defense. Take Lian and use her to translate. Offer gold, whatever you must.”

“Help these people?” Esther said, with a frown at the line of white settlers. “So they can keep being slaves and building them railroads?”

“Prince Albert won’t be that accommodating with the foreigners,” Grace said with a grim frown. “You know what he’ll do to them, the Africans, natives… Any who oppose his rule.”

Esther’s lips were in a firm line of distaste, but she nodded after a second.

“If they won’t fight, then see what kind of ammunition and weapons they have for sale,” I said.

Grace opened her mouth to protest, but I silenced her with a warning look.

“This isn’t open for discussion.”

After a second Grace nodded, and her expression mollified. As Esther shouted for Lian to join her, as she rode to the western hills, I caught a pleased smile on Grace’s lips. It took a second to realize, but it was the first time I’d asserted my position so fully since our ceremony. When her pale blue eyes flickered up to mine a moment later, there was a heat in them that set my heart beating and I couldn’t wait for a bit of privacy for the two of us.

Sylvia rode up to the front, demanding to know why Esther and Lian had ridden off. Whether because she was a former Madame, which the soldiers had learned from an offhand comment, or because she was Latina, the men and settlers were uncomfortable around her. They were even more out of sorts when they saw her speak to Grace like an equal, and she return the privilege.

“You’ve picked up some interesting characters since we last met,” Dutton said, riding up beside me as Grace and Sylvia bantered back and forth, their conversation distracting the others from their exhaustion and the anxiety they felt whenever they glanced to the rear and its masking darkness.

“It’s been an interesting trip.”

“We’ve had a time of it ourselves, Matias and I,” the General frowned and shook his head. “Wish I could say it’s been all peaches and cream, but the truth is its harder than I thought to unite people behind a common cause. Especially the damnable stubborn lot that make it out here.”

“Use that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Better to have a government that protects their freedoms, than one who wants to take them away. Make sure they understand what the alternative is, and they’ll see the wisdom.”

Dutton was thoughtful after that, and we rode in silence. The land dipped down, and we entered the flatlands and its foul-smelling bog. Delilah rode where we could see her, picking her way with care through the muddy landscape within, nothing to light her way but the stars above. Copper walked with sure steps, and the water never got higher than the horses’ ankles.

Hours passed where we rode with nothing but the steady splash of the horses’ hooves and creak of saddles. I would have liked to ride down the line and see how everyone was doing, but the trail wasn’t wide enough in most places for it.

My women all rode in a pack near the head of the settlers, and I made sure never to stray too far from their sight. I trusted General Dutton, but I didn’t know his men and disliked the hungry stares some shot at Jasmine and Delilah.

It was still dark when I finally spotted lights in the distance and General Dutton confirmed it was the fort. The last couple miles were the hardest for our party. Everyone wanted to rush forward, but the marsh grew thick and treacherous in places.
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Iheard the confrontation before I saw it. Shouts of alarm rose from the surrounding murk, and I heard Delilah’s cry of warning at the same time. Seconds later men were rushing out of the murk around us. Roughly coated men with scraggly beards and smelling of stale sweat and offal, who looked as startled and frightened as the soldiers around me.

Delilah had ridden us directly through the center of a camp of Colonel Galveston’s men. I recognized their brown coats, even as I slapped leather and began fanning the hammer of my pistol.

Blackfoot let out a scream of rage and lashed out with a hoof, killing a man before he could get close to Sylvia. My initial fears for my women were unfounded, as they were the first to react, drawing weapons and firing at the enemy without hesitation.

When quiet Jasmine pulled a stub nosed shot gun from the leather sheath on her mount and blew a man nearly in two without a blink of hesitation, the fear fled the soldiers’ faces. Shouting a battle cry, they drew and began firing on the enemy. Even the settlers were letting off a shot or two as they huddled on the backs of their mounts, clutching at their womenfolk.

A wide, brown face loomed out of the darkness, and I smashed the butt of my pistol into it, breaking the face. As the man tumbled aside, his wet screams sickening me, I found Esther charging up from the rear.

The former scout rode with her feet in her special stirrups, practically standing atop her saddle. Crouching low, she let her legs work as springs as her horse raced beneath her, lever action flying as she popped off round after round.

A man who’d been drawing on Lilliana took a bullet between the eyes, and before he fell, the next man over dropped like a stone. Every bullet found its mark and the soldiers and General Dutton were left speechless when she dropped a half dozen in as many seconds.

“Signal from the walls! We gotta move!”

Esther’s shout was drowned out by the boom of Jasmine’s shotgun, as a man was torn in half, so I tilted my head back and bellowed in my loudest voice, “RIDE! RIDE FOR THE FORT!”

Blackfoot shook his head, and I saw those nearest me rubbing at their ears, but the shout worked. The settlers, terrified and lost in the darkness, raced off after Esther as she rode towards the walls. The soldiers and my harem fought the rear guard, although there wasn’t much fighting to do after Esther’s ride.

The enemy had melted back into the darkness and marsh when their comrades dropped around them. I could hear the splashes as their terrified legs carried them into the night but wasn’t about to assume that was all of it.

“General, ride ahead and make sure the gates will open for us!”

The man turned his head and cursed, nodding as he rode off after our party, Lian following behind. The little man gave me an odd little bow from his saddle as he passed me but looked even more perturbed than normal.

“Grace and Jasmine, ride with them in case they need medical aid.”

“Sir, what about us?” asked one soldier, an officer from the single yellow bar on his breast.

“Hold your fire unless you’re certain you’ll hit your target.” I frowned out at the darkness. “We’re going to need every bullet soon, is my guess.”

Searching, I found Lian sitting on her horse near the rear of the group. The tiny teen wore a crestfallen expression when my eyes met hers and she dropped them and shook her head.

So there wasn’t any help coming, I thought to myself. So be it.

“Lian, will you ride with Grace and Sylvia? Make sure nothing… happens to them? You’re the only one I can trust with it.”

The girl’s head came up and her eyes grew fierce. Nodding sharply, she cantered her horse after the others, sitting her saddle with remarkable efficacy for having just learned.

We followed the settlers, the soldiers scanning the darkness for signs of the enemy, jumpy enough that I feared for any rabbits or squirrels hunting in the night. My heart was beating slowly, and I felt a strange calmness. I’d seen enough at that point to feel in my element with the high pressure and heightened emotions. I could see the surrounding battlefield clearly in my mind and was busy planning for eventualities and didn’t have time to worry.

If another company attacks, we’ll lead them around the fort, then double back once the settlers are safe, I thought. More and more scenarios cropped up, and I thought my way through or around the problems, knowing if I didn’t, my women and the rest of these poor folk would be dead or worse.

Blessedly there were no more confrontations, and I watched the women and soldiers pour through the narrow gap in the line of sharpened stakes. I could hear General Dutton shouting orders, and the glow of bonfires being lit around a massive square area.

Cresting the small berm beside a trench, I surveyed the area but couldn’t make out much in the darkness. To the east, the wide river flowed, widening further to the south, where it met another, smaller river. The fledgling fort sat on a small hilltop, and had the advantage of height, if little else. Surrounding us were rich farmlands still planted, and ready for the British to ransack.

I knew little about warfare, besides what I read in boyhood tales. But I’d learned of the horrors of sieges and knew we couldn’t hold out for long if it came to that.

“Sir! The general asked for your council. He’s meeting with the other officers in the big tent.”

The young runner pointed the way, and I nodded and set off, Esther, Delilah, and the others falling in behind me. Turning my head, I found Lian and waited until she drew alongside me. Speaking in a whisper only the three could hear, I gave them their final orders.

“No matter what happens here, you’re to get Grace, Sylvia, Jasmine and Lilly out of here. Delilah, make sure our horses are on the northern ‘wall.’ We’ll have to escape in that direction. Esther stick close to her and keep her safe. Lian, I need you to attach yourself at the hip to Grace.”

“You think someone here would hurt her?” Esther asked with a frown.

“I think the prince was pretty upset when he learned she was here, and would be willing to do anything.” I gave her a significant look. “Or pay any price to see her dead.”

We’d been through too much recently for her to discount my fears and I saw her lips firm as she readied an argument to stay behind and guard her best friend. Then she took in little Lian and I, and her lips curled into that crooked grin of hers.

“Let them try.”

“Sir?”

The lad held open the flap, bouncing on his toes nervously. Obviously, he didn’t want to upset his superiors who’d sent them to fetch me, but I ignored him and dipped my head down to kiss Delilah deeply. There was a quiet muttering from the soldiers around the tent. That only grew when I turned to Esther and did the same.

The lanky blonde hooked a long arm around my neck, curling her body against me as she groaned into the kiss. When she released me, her mouth wore a hungry grin, and I couldn’t help chuckling as she ran her eyes up and down the length of me before turning to saunter off.
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Stepping past the young messenger, I pretended not to notice his gawp mouth, or the way he shook his head disbelievingly as he held up two fingers. The group of men standing around a map table within was far more interesting.

“John, we were just about to review our defenses,” General Dutton said, then turned to an officer. “Proceed, Lieutenant.”

The young man gave a curt nod and began. “The palisade wall is complete, but we have flooded in the trench along the northern side. Our ammunition has been distributed to the soldiers, but we don’t know what the situation is with the settlers you brought in, sir. Do they have powder or shot?”

The general shook his head in the negative, and I saw the men frown and glance at one another in concern.

“The British forces are forming up here,” the young man said, indicating a low line of hills to the west. “And that mercenary and his band have been ransacking the countryside.”

As the young man continued describing the poor situation I’d brought my women into, I began to think this might have been a terrible mistake. The men in the tent looked exhausted and worn down from days in the saddle or working to build their defenses. As the lieutenant listed off the enemies’ numbers, a pall fell over the room, and I sensed most already felt defeated.

When the man finished, the general began giving orders. As the officers peeled off, I slipped from the tent and hunted down my women. I found them setting up a single tent in a square of empty ground near the river. The tent would break down quickly if we had to leave. There were no soldiers or settlers camping here, just a group of women doing their washing in the river, and another group busy wrapping up clean strips of cloth into bandages.

“Matias said we would cause too much commotion in amongst the others,” Sylvia said with a sour frown directed at the world around her. “What’s the situation?”

“Bad,” I said.

Grace pulled me over to the small fire they’d started, and I relayed what I heard in the tent. The women listened with growing worry. All but Esther, who listened to it with her usual calm equanimity. When I was done, the others whispered worriedly to one another. But the former scout’s eyes were hooded, and I could see her mind working.

Accepting a bowl and a heel of bread from Grace, I dug in. My stomach rumbled, and I realized how hungry I was as the first bit of cold stew touched my lips. Turning to Lian, I asked the girl in between bites.

“What happened?”

Her delicate features crumbled, and I thought she might break down in tears. “They wouldn’t fight to help the white people. I’m so sorry, Master.”

“It’s fine,” I said, resting a hand on her back. “It was a long shot, anyway. Thank you for handling it. It must have been scary riding through the night like that.”

Her dark eyes flickered up to mine, and I saw something soften behind them. Then she turned away, blushing furiously.

“They didn’t say that exactly,” Esther said, nodding. “They said they wouldn’t help us without guarantees… that I couldn’t make.”

“Such as?”

“They wouldn’t be sent into tiny caves with sticks of dynamite to die, for one,” she said with a snort. “A place of their own, where they can feel safe, and a guarantee their children will get a chance at an education. They seemed the most adamant about that.”

I frowned and tried thinking how we might help, but Esther waved her hand.

“Don’t bother, they won’t come, no matter what we promise them. Untrained and frightened.” Shrugging, she sat up and rested her forearms on her knees. “They wouldn’t be much use to us, anyway. No, the only way we get out of this one is by putting our backs to the wall and giving better than we get.”

Her dark green eyes looked troubled as they fell on me, and I sensed she was more frightened of our prospects than she was letting on. My fears deepened, and I questioned again whether I’d made the right decision. The mountains called to me, and I began to worry I might never feel their cold embrace again.

When the sun finally rose in the eastern sky, I caught sight of the mountains on the far horizon as I stood on the earth embankment. My heart soared to see their peaks lost in the clouds, but I schooled my eyes away and scanned the surroundings with the spyglass.

From my position, I had an excellent view of the landscape around the fort. To the west, a force was marshaling. Their red coats and flashing sabers put fear into the soldiers and settlers around me. They looked at the neatly laid out rows of horses and men and saw death coming their way.

I was more afraid of the milling mass of mercenaries gathering to the south. They came in groups of two or three, laden down with booty. The mercenaries were less disciplined than the British troops, but there were more of them, and I knew what kind of savagery they could get up to.

General Dutton stood beside me, and I passed the spyglass over to him. His officers stood around us, shuffling from foot to foot nervously. I felt their stares on my back and knew some disliked how I’d shouted orders at them outside the fort.

“What are they waiting for?” Lieutenant Smith asked one of the other officers, but it was the general who turned to respond.

“Suns in their eyes.” He thumbed behind himself at the rising sun. “Expect they’ll make the push after noon, or near sunset when it’s in ours.”

The men could count as well as I, and knew we were outnumbered and outgunned. Looking around at the soldiers and settlers, I frowned when I saw most sitting around with morose expressions, their fears growing every minute as they sat with their thoughts, waiting.

“This won’t do.” I meant it for myself but one of the captains turned a sour expression on me.

“You have a problem with how we do things?” His chin thrust forward, and recognized anger but also envy blossoming behind his eyes. “If you do, take yourself and hop in the river, eh? Leave the fighting to real men.” He snorted a derisive laugh and turned to his friend. “We’ll make better use of those pretty bits you brought than you ever could. Since you’ve got enough to spare.”

His friend chuckled but uneasily as he looked from the captain to my darkening expression.

“Now, now boys, John didn’t mean anything by it—” The general began waving his hand placatingly, but I cut him off with a sharp gesture.

“I did.” I spoke to Dutton but never took my eyes off the belligerent captain. “You have settlers and soldiers sitting around, their fears growing by the minute. Put them to work. It doesn’t have to be useful, but anything to occupy their minds. Like there.” I pointed to the northern side of the fort. “You have bales of hay, sitting around. Have them broken down and laid under where the fighting will take place. Give our soldiers some footing on the mud.”

The captain’s expression soured slightly as I spoke but flared brightly hot when I stabbed his chest.

“And if you ever speak of my wives in such a manner again, you and I will have words.”

I could tell he wanted to say something. His lips writhed, but he held his silence. The man was afraid, as were all the others, but I couldn’t condone such disrespect. Before he could make a mistake, General Dutton broke the tension.

“Those are good ideas. What do you think?” Turning to one of the older sergeants, the man nodded while scratching at his jaw.

“Good to keep ’em busy. But weapons stay in arm’s reach. Won’t be caught with our pants down.” The grizzled soldier offered me a wink, and I was grateful to see not all the soldiers had a problem with me.

“See to it, Sergeant. And Captain, check the picket lines. We don’t want a stampede in the middle of the fight.”

The captain snapped a quick salute and march off, a squad of soldiers falling in behind him. To a man the squad shot me angry frowns on behalf of their captain, but I ignored them as I took back the spyglass.


CHAPTER 96
[image: ]



Ispotted a small group of horsemen ride out of the mercenary’s camp. At their head rode a tall, slender man with a pointed beard he tugged on. He was dressed in uniform, like the others, but the shoulders were decorated with golden stars. Stopping halfway between the two groups, I saw little puffs rise from their rolled smokes as they waited.

An equal number of horsemen rode out in red coats. At their head rode a man I knew to be Prince Albert. He rode with an air of a man who already ruled these lands. Plucking a silk kerchief from a pocket and wafting it before his nose as he rode up to the roughly coated mercenaries.

The spyglass wasn’t able to pick up their expression at this distance, but I could read their body language. It was clear there was no love lost between the two groups. The red coats fingered their rifles, horses shifting beneath them restlessly, while Colonel Galveston’s men looked ready to draw any moment.

The two commanders conferred for a minute before parting with stiff backs.

“What do you know about, Colonel Galveston?” I asked General Dutton as I handed him the glass.

“Just the common rumors,” the swarthy man said with a shrug. “That he’s a right bastard to deal with, and a faster draw than any man has a right to be. Earned his bars in the wars down south. An able commander but a better gambler.”

“And he sees an opportunity.”

“He see’s Howitzers,” General Dutton said, pointing, and I took the glass back and swore when the scene jumped into view.

The redcoats had two cannons wheeling forward from their ranks. Two crews were busy digging emplacements on the short hill, and I did a quick calculation in my head, figuring it would only take a few hours for the guns to be emplaced.

“Cannon to pound us, and cavalry to mop up whatever escapes…” I saw the man’s gaze shift to where the wagons were stowed and knew his thoughts.

“We can’t float this many women and children away without risking them getting captured down river.”

A flash of guilt passed over the man’s features and I knew his first thought hadn’t been for the women or children. Choosing to ignore it, I turned and scanned the nervous faces of his officers and the surrounding soldiers.

The lieutenant was right… I’ve been holding onto a secret out of greed.

“General, forgive me, I need to check on Grace and the others.”

The man gave me a companionable slap on the back as I left, but many of his officers glanced down in embarrassment or glared at me outright. They could think what they wanted about me.

I found them sitting around the small fire, cleaning, and loading the guns. Spying Grace, I motioned to the side, and she rose to follow me to the edge of the camp.

“How hard would it be to get something spread amongst the people here? Would it spread to Colonel Galveston’s men?”

Grace took a deep breath, doing wonderful things to her shadow between her massive breasts, and tapped her chin thoughtfully.

“It would depend on what information is being spread and how much people want to believe it. Why?” she asked, frowning up at me. “You have an idea, don’t you?”

“Do we still have some gold from the mines?”

“You can’t be thinking… But John, there would be a rush… Any hope of peace in our mountains would be thrown away…”

“We can’t hope to keep it secret forever. Hell, they already knew about it in the city. And I trust we can keep our lands and their claims safe. We just have to survive today.” I reached out and took her warm hand in mine. For a woman of such power and grace, she felt so small and delicate in my grip. “Will it work?”

“It might… there isn’t much time, but this is something I can work with… Give me a few minutes to think on it.”

“There isn’t much time,” I said, and proceeded to tell her about the artillery being emplaced and the color drained from her face.

“Jasmine!” The tall teen was on her feet without hesitation as Grace spoke in a rush. “I need you to come with me and bring the red leather bag I had you pack.”

“You mean the…” She tilted her head forward, indicating without speaking and Grace nodded firmly, taking the girls arm and drawing her off. Before leaving, she turned and frowned at Lian. “I’m sorry, dear. I know John has you watching out for me, but for what we’re going to do… The settlers and soldiers don’t have a lot or trust for people from the east.”

“I’ll go,” Esther said, taking up her rifle and checking that it was loaded.

With a final wink for Lilliana, she sauntered off after the dark-haired pair. I watched them whispering conspiratorially and prayed they would be successful. Esther’s fears had infected me, and I knew if we had to endure a full-fledged battle, some or all of us wouldn’t make it out alive. The odds were too great against us.
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Ifelt a light tugging on my sleeve as I stared after the three and glanced down to find Lian. The slender girl stood shyly, fingers twisted together and face scarlet red. When I saw Delilah seated behind the girl with an eager, amused expression, I began to suspect she was behind this.

“What is it, Lian?”

“Umm, well…” Twisting in place, she glanced back at Delilah, who nodded encouragingly for her to continue. “I was wondering… If we’re going to be in a battle, we might not all survive… Since we were married…”

Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut as she stumbled over her words, and I glanced up and met Delilah’s eyes with a questioning frown.

“Make love to her,” the bubbly blonde mouthed, silently. “Now.”

Sylvia looked even more excited, though her grin was masked behind her usual cool exterior. I could see the glitter in her eyes and the quirk at the corner of her lips. Lilliana was frowning at me and raised an eyebrow when I caught her eye.

“This could be the end, John,” Lilly said, causing Lian to glance back.

The Asian girl drew in a deep breath and nodded, the redness fading somewhat from her features.

“You’re resolved to this?” I asked, taking her trembling little hands in mine and staring down into the large dark eyes of hers. “There will be no turning back once we go down this path. Right now, you can return to your family… Your people.”

Black eyes flashed with anger, and her slender fingers griped mine painfully.

“You promised never to throw me away!” The anger shifted into hurt and she began to pull away. “You don’t want me, then I go—”

“Hush, woman,” I said, gently, taking the sting out of the words. “I was just checking your resolve.”

Her expression was wary, delicate lips turning down into a frown of worry before I swept her into my arms and pressed my lips to hers. A shocked little sound escaped the back of her throat, and then her slender arms were around my neck, crushing me against her. Time stopped, and the hairs rose on the back of my arms as we held the kiss for long seconds.

Breaking it with a gasp, I pulled back and stared into her dark eyes and saw wonder, shock and the same breathless need that was racing through me. Her eyes searched mine for something, and a second later she seemed to find it, for the tightness around her eyes softened and her mouth stretched into a wide grin.

“It’s true… I can feel it… between us.” Turning she glanced over at Delilah, who nodded encouragingly and made a shooing gesture.

I found Lilliana pulling aside the flap of the small tent for me. While the camp bustled around us, I drew the slender girl in behind me to the hot, dark confines.

Lian trembled like a leaf in my arms, her delicate fingers gripping my shirt as she pressed against me. My manhood responded to the feel of her slender body pressed against mine and throbbed with need as my hands slid down her back and I felt her firm little ass.

“Please… I need… so bad!”

Frantic hands plucked at my shirt and britches, but I took them in one of my large hands and rolled her onto her back. Pressing them to the tent floor above her head, I trapped her beneath me.

I only meant to slow her down so I could attend to her properly, but Lian let out a hiss of desire that belied her innocent features. Her skirts fell back, and thin legs wrapped around my back, gripping me tightly against her sex. I could feel the girl’s wetness soaking through my britches and all thought of taking things slowly flew out of my head.

Desperate hands plucked free her clothes, as she did the same to mine. I felt Lian’s lips press to my chest and her hands follow, caressing my muscles as I stripped off her panties. Lian tried to hold herself against me, but I pressed her back and took in her little body.

Blushing, she half raised her hands to cover herself from my hungry gaze, but then she saw how much pleasure I was taking from the sight of her. A smile broke out on her lips, and she preened beneath me, while her delicate little hand slipped down to run gentle fingers down my hardness.

Lian’s eyes widened as she felt the length and girth of my cock and her heart beat rapidly, the little vein in her neck pulsing. As her hands explored my cock, I pressed my lips to hers and tasted her soft, pink tongue.

Trailing kisses down her neck and across her chest, I paused to kiss and suckle her pink little nipples. Lian’s breasts were small but firm and stood out from her chest in all their pale glory, as if they had been waiting for my lips forever. She moaned in pleasure when I took the first in my lips, and I heard her hiss again when I sucked hard enough to pull it to a firm little nubbin. By the time I finished with the second, her pussy was soaked, and she writhed against me, hand desperately pulling on my cock, but I had other ideas.

“Please… no, not tha… ANCESTORS ABOVE!”

My tongue dipped into her treasure, and I felt her freeze beneath me. A second before Lian had been pulling me up, desperate to make love, but as soon as I tasted her, fingers laced into my hair, holding me in place.

Short fast breaths and little whimpers guided me as I ran my tongue around her hard little clit in tiny circles. The whimpers became a husky grunt when I slipped a finger in and gently rubbed it along the rough patch inside her pussy. The fingers in my hair tightened into an almost painful fist and Lian froze beneath me, breathing stopped and body thrumming like a struck cord as the orgasm swept through her.

“Ohh… Ohh!... Ahhh.”

It felt like Lian melted back into the tent floor and this time when she pulled me up, I let her, kissing my way up her body until her hot little lips met mine. Weak hands grew stronger as we kissed, and I was surprised at how ready she was to taste herself on my tongue. And again, when she did something with her hips that flipped me onto my back.

“My turn.” Her smile stretched in the darkness as she sat back on my thighs and gazed down at my manhood rising between us.

Shifting forward, it was my turn to shudder as she pressed her wet lips to the underside and ground her pussy up the length of my cock. Gripping her slender hips, it should have been amusing how her knees didn’t even touch the ground when she sat astride me, but all I could think about was the shocking tightness of her outer lips, and the feel of her slender body as I wrapped my hands around her hips.

“How will this fit?” Lian breathed, but before I could think up a response, she bent forward and planted a gentle kiss on the tip.

The teen was so small she could bend down and still have her sex pressed against my balls. The sight was wicked as she planted delicate little kisses around the head, her small hands cradling it against her cheeks. Lian ran her small pink tongue up the underside and flicked it over the head, tasting the clear bead of precum experimentally.

Moaning in surprise, she sucked hard, and I gasped in pleasure. I could feel her smile, more than see it in the dim tent, but as she took me deeper, I felt her teeth scrape the sensitive flesh. My second gasp caused her to freeze, and when she moved again, she took her time suckling my stiffness.

It was sublime torture to feel her tiny body atop me but have her inexpert mouth teasing me. I slid my hands up her slender thighs and gripped her narrow waist, my fingers flexing on her tiny ass. Lian sat up and hunched forward, unable to hold back any longer as she ground her pussy up the length of my cock again until the head rested against her tight lips.

All I wanted to do was drive up into the incredible tightness I felt gripping my dick. But from the short gasps and grunts of struggle, I’d hurt the girl if I did that. Holding myself back, I lay still, letting my hands caress and wander all over her body as Lian shivered and shifted atop me.

I felt something spongy and soft press against the head of my cock, and Lian’s nails dug into my chest. Before I could say anything, she pushed down, thrusting me into her nearly halfway.

“Ohh! Hsss… mhmm,” her pained gasp was followed almost immediately by a groan of pleasure as she slowly sank down atop me.

It felt like my cock was about to be ripped off. Lian was tighter than anything I’d felt, and I began losing grips with the willpower that had held me in place until that moment. Hands reached up Lian’s back, and I pulled the tiny girl against me. Gasping, her lips met mine, and she moaned into the kiss, her hands resting on my face gently.

We held there for long seconds, my hands sliding over her slender back, and our tongues touching delicately. Then Lian shifted, her tightness pulling up and down my cock and sending waves of pleasure throughout my body. I lost all control at that point, my fingers digging into her ass as I hauled my dick out and drove back up into her.

“Ohh, yes!!!” Lian’s sharp scream must have alerted everyone within a hundred feet as to what was happening but that was the furthest thing from my mind as I gripped her against me.

Lost in a world of pleasure, I rolled Lian onto her back, her slender legs wrapping around my hips. I felt her ankles dig into my thighs, hauling me forward as she grunted beneath me. Lian's face was twisted in pleasure, and she bit her bottom lips, eyelids slitted and gaze distant. I felt her body thrumming beneath me, the pain gone as she succumbed to the pleasure filling her.

Suddenly Lian’s nails dug into my shoulders, and I pressed my lips to hers, cutting off her scream of pleasure as a small orgasm ripped through her body. Pussy so tight I couldn’t thrust in to the hilt, I fucked her with short little thrusts and staved off my own orgasm, as I felt another one building in Lian.

Gasping after her first orgasm ever, the tiny girl’s eyes flashed wide, and her mouth dropped open, lips curling into a shocked grin. Holding myself up, I stared down at her delicate features as the pleasure overwhelmed her again. Eyelids fluttering and eyes crossed, her nails nearly drew blood when the second and more powerful orgasm hit.

Unable to hold off any longer, I husked a warning into her ears.

“Yes! Fill me! Breed me!”

The words only spurred me on, and I gasped as my cock throbbed. Lian’s mouth dropped open and a strange sound escaped the back of her throat as I flooded her womb with thick blasts of cum. Then we collapsed atop one another, panting and grinning like fools.

No words were spoken as I pushed back Lian’s sweat matted hair and pulled her against me. My newest little bride tucked her head into the crook of my shoulder and snuggled close. I heard her sigh in pleasure and felt my jaw aching from the smile that stretched across it.

The words of that officer flashed through my head, and I wondered if he was right. Was it greed that allowed me to love more than one woman? Did they not have their own agency?

Looking down at Lian, I felt immeasurably protective of the slender girl. Delilah and Jasmine were both strong and had the advantage of their race to a lesser or greater degree. Lian would have had a different future to look forward to before our union, and I made a promise to myself to never forget how much of a sacrifice she’d made for her family and people.

“You will love the mountains,” I said, stroking her hair back gently as I spoke. “In the morning there’s frost covering everything… The sun sparkles on it like a fairy wonderland. And the snows, when they come, blanket the world in white so pure you can’t believe it till you see it.”

As I spoke, Lian traced patterns on my chest with her fingertips and listened with a happy little smile. I’m not sure she understood everything I said but seemed happy to listen. That is for a few minutes. And then her wandering fingers found my manhood again, and I saw her attention wander as she gripped the base.

Grinning a mischievous little smile at me, the teen moved down and once again wrapped her lips around the head. When her teeth hit the sensitive flesh, I hissed in pain, and she sat up.

“I hurt you?”

“It’s ok,” I said. “Just be careful with your teeth.”

“Hmm, it’s so sensitive… But also, so big and strong… Hard but soft…” Her eyes twinkled as she glanced up at me. “I see why Delilah and Jasmine speak of it so much.”

“They do?” I chuckled.

“Hmmm.” Lian’s lips were gentle as they grazed the underside of my dick, and her eyes flashed with delight when she ran her tongue over my balls, and I hissed in pleasure.

She took one gently into her mouth, and I tensed in worry, but Lian was gentle as she rolled it around with her tongue and sucked gently. I was dropping my head back and about to succumb to the girl’s gentle ministrations when a loud sound caused my eyes to flash open.

BOOM!
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Asecond cannon firing had me up and scrambling to pull on my britches as Lian squawked and fell back. The teen had her dress on before I could pull on my clothes. The crash of the cannonball to earth rattled my teeth, followed a second later by screams and shouts of men.

Stepping out of the tent, I found bedlam awakening around the camp. Smoke rose from one of the wagons, and men ran for the river with an empty bucket to douse it. Women ran this way and that, children clutched in their arms, and every soldier I met eyes with looked green with fear.

Delilah passed me my gun belt, which I strapped on as Lian stepped out of the tent, twisting her dress into place, and meeting the blonde’s knowing grin with a shy smile.

“Wish you two had longer to enjoy yourselves,” she said with a wink at Lian as she passed me my rifle. “But it looks like the parties fixing to start without us.”

Her own rifle was clutched in her hands, the steel and brass shining under the morning sunlight. The bubbly teen looked far too eager for the coming confrontation. And when I looked over at Lilliana, she pressed her lips together in a worried frown.

“Keep her close,” I said to the slender Latina, and she nodded firmly.

Delilah turned a frown on Lilly. “I don’t need a minder, Lilly. I’m ready to—”

She cut off when I rested a hand on her shoulder. Those bright blue eyes looking up into mine softened when she saw the worry in me.

“I’ll stay close,” she said with a sigh. “Don’t worry, I won’t do anything crazy.”

“Hmph! We’ll believe it when we see it,” Sylvia said.

BOOM!

Screams followed the sound of another cannon firing and rose even louder when the second sounded. The settlers were in a full panic after the first ball landed, tearing apart three tents and killing two soldiers as it skipped through the camp. The sight of the bodies torn apart, bright red blood fountaining out, came as a shock to most who’d never seen such violence.

I heard a voice shouting over the clamor, but General Dutton was drowned out by the shouts of his own soldiers, who were shaking in their boots and about to break. Leaping atop a wagon, I tilted my head back and bellowed loud enough for all to hear.

“Death is a terrible thing!” My shout came out so loud Delilah and Sylvia winced at the sound, and several settlers nearby rubbed at their ears, but I could see even the soldier’s head along the stake line turn and frown at my words. “But it isn’t the worst thing! A person who isn’t willing to fight for their home, for their loved ones.” I pointed at a child held in her mother’s arms and the woman clutched at it, glaring at me as if I’d threatened it. “That is the most despicable creature! That is who we fight! Men who steal what isn’t theirs because they’ve nothing to defend! Will we let them steal your land? Your children?”

“No!” The woman’s breathless shout was joined by a few others, and I saw I was beginning to turn their fear into something useful. Seizing on the thread, I pushed my voice until my throat burned.

“Will you bow to a queen? After the redcoats and mercenaries have their way with your women?”

“No!” The shout was louder now, and a few fists raised into the air.

“They come to steal our wealth and freedoms and I’ll be damned if they get their hands on all the gold in those mountains!”

The mention of gold did something to the throngs of settlers and soldiers. Their fears suddenly melted away, and I saw a wild frenzy enter most eyes. Manic grins twisted and their wild shouts were deafening, drowning out anything else I tried to say.

“It’s true then,” one woman was saying to another, as they hauled their children back to the riverbank. “The British really did find gold in the mountains and are here to steal it. Can you imagine?”

“My Roscoe mentioned there might be gold when we came through the mountains, but I hurried us along… Maybe we can go back when this is over…”

I lost the thread of their conversation as I hopped off the cart and began pushing my way to the eastern stake wall. Sylvia pressed herself to my back, one hand holding my shirt and the other gripping Lian as Lilly and Delilah took up the rear.

Pushing our way to the fore, several men slapped me on the shoulder and offered shouts of cheer as we passed, but most gazed out at the ranks forming and pushing across the field. Red-coated men held rifles at set angles as they advanced at a fast walk. A crew on the bluff loaded the cannons again, their poles shoving wadding and balls down into the smoking tubes.

To the south, the Black Company had yet to form up, and I could see argument and chaos near the central command tent. There was a flash of gunpowder in the hands of their tall colonel, and a man tumbled out of his saddle. After that there was less argument, and the mercenaries began forming ranks and pushing forward.

“Something stirred them up,” General Dutton said as he came striding up beside me. “Don’t seem as eager as they once were, do they?”

“Mercenaries are never eager to charge,” I said.

“Or could be they heard the rumor that’s swirling through my ranks,” Dutton said, as he pressed a finger to the side of his nose. “Something about gold in the mountains? One of my officers found this.” He pulled out a small nugget of glittering metal that drew gasps from those around him and I saw greed light up many an eye, distracting them from the advancing troops. “Damn thing turned up on the corpse of a British scout we picked off an hour ago. Isn’t that something?”

The man’s dark eyes glittered, and I could tell he suspected something, but there was no malice in his expression, only curiosity.

“Gold can do strange things to men,” I said. “Cause loyalties to shift… Reminds people what they might lose.”

“Can’t imagine the mercenaries know anything about it… Unless the scout they captured twenty minutes ago talks.”

“We can only hope,” I said, silently praying the poor man wouldn’t be killed or tortured outright.

“Hold your fire you lickspittles!” General Dutton’s roar made several soldiers jump, but the dozen or so who’d been readying to fire dropped the guns back down. “You all know the catechism! Not till you see the whites of their eyes! That’s how we kill British in these parts!”

A ragged cheer went up from the soldiers, but I sensed their fear.

“I could use a good man on the southern wall,” the general said. “Lieutenant!”

Snapping a crisp salute, the Lieutenant from earlier stood at attention before his commander. “Sir!”

“Escort John here to the southern wall.” The man’s face soured until the general finished. “You’ll have command but if things go for the worst, John here will be in charge of getting the settlers across the river.”

“Rodger, sir!” The man snapped a sharp salute and motioned me to follow with a curt wave of his hand. “With me, civilian, and see that you don’t forget the chain of command again.”

My stomach writhed to leave the front lines and a terrible guilt settled on my shoulders as the men around us watched me retreat. It looked as though I’d brought women to the front, and then was using them as an excuse to leave the fight, and it galled me to see the resentment in their eyes.

Spying a head of glistening black hair at the back of the ranks, trying to push her way forward with a blonde head behind it, the pangs of guilt disappeared. Relief filling me, I rushed forward.

“There you are!” Jasmine said with evident relief as she grabbed my arms.

Pulling her along as I followed the Lieutenant, Grace caught my eye.

“It’s done and I think it worked better than we hoped.” Her pale blue eyes were alive with excitement as she spoke, more than I’d ever seen them except when she’d been deep in the midst of her ledgers. “I found a man who’s been smuggling grain from the stashed wagons to the mercenaries.”

The lieutenant stopped and spun in alarm, but I turned to him with a hand and pushed him forward.

“What’s this you discovered?!”

“Doesn’t matter,” I growled, nodding for Grace to continue, but it was Jasmine who picked up the narrative.

“I let it slip that you were a surveyor for the government. But how could we get paid if you can’t verify these new claims?” The gorgeous teen’s mouth stretched wide as she laughed. “You should have seen his nose twitch!”

“Five minutes later there was a missing barrel from the grain stores, and I couldn’t find the scamp anywhere,” Grace said with a satisfied expression.

“You started that rumor, woman?” the lieutenant hissed quietly as she spun again, and once again I steered him around with a hand on his shoulder. But he kept protesting. “It’s got my men incensed! I think half might desert and race for the hills as soon as my back is turned.”

“How do you think men without discipline will react?” Esther asked, and that silenced the man.

He was no fool, and I saw his gaze shift to the company of mercenaries making their slow, measured way towards the line of stakes and terrified soldiers.

“They don’t want this fight,” I said, striding to the fore on the southern wall and standing tall. “Let’s remind them there are better uses for their energy. Esther?”

“Want me to take out the colonel? Or his second?”

“The second,” I said, pulling out my spyglass and sighting in the men.

“You can’t mean to… But that’s four hundred paces or more!”

A hush fell over the gathered soldiers, and I heard the settlers edging forward to see what the commotion was about. Esther flicked her sight up and settled into a steady position. I noticed the brown grasses before the men’s feet bending to the east.

“Wind’s strong.”

“I clocked it,” Esther said, that bored indifference making her even more frightening as she slotted a long round into place. “The short one? Right?”

“Aye.”

The crack of her rifle followed a second later, and I watched red fountain from the stump atop the man’s neck. The mercenaries scrambled around like it was they who had their heads blown off, and when they saw Esther sighting again, I saw a shiver of panic pass through the ranks.
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Their tall colonel had a frown on his face, and I signaled again, and Esther blew the head off the man to his left. The colonel fell off his horse when he jerked away from the toppling corpse, and I heard him shouting orders for a charge.

“Guess that didn’t work,” the lieutenant said with a sour grimace, but I scanned the mercenary ranks and saw hesitation.

Esther’s rifle barked again, and another man fell. And that did it. Half of the mercenaries followed their screaming officer’s orders and charged forward, screaming through their fear, while half of the force broke and ran, dropping rifles and just turning and racing back the way they’d come.

A man tried to turn the tide, going so far as to draw his side pistol to intimidate them, but one of the deserters shot the man point blank and others began stripping off his boots and guns before he hit the ground, dead.

A ragged cheer went up from the soldiers gathered around me when they saw the enemy break. I turned to wrap an arm around Esther’s shoulders in a quick hug, while the Lieutenant began shouting orders. His soldiers shouldered their rifles, breath deepening. I saw hands shifting on stocks as their palms awoke with sweat and men blinking rapidly as the battle juices surged in them.

The enemy whipped their horses, but I could see fear etched in many faces. Their colonel was cursing and screaming, his pistol in one hand as he turned and shot a deserter out of the saddle. The brutal act didn’t change the momentum, and he wheeled back around and joined his men.

When the charging cavalry drew within range, the lieutenant barked an order to fire and blue smoke burst from the tips of their rifles. A shiver passed through the charging men and again when the second volley struck them, and then they were on us.

I’d managed to pop off three rounds before they struck the stake wall, taking two men out of the saddle and putting a round through a third shoulder, causing him to drop his rifle. Delilah tried to push forward, but I wrangled the overeager blonde behind me with an elbow and was grateful when Sylvia pulled her back just in time.

My legs were braced, but I wasn’t prepared for the shock of the cavalry striking the stake wall. Poles snapped and horses screamed, blood flew, and rifles fired all around me. It was all I could do to keep my feet those first few seconds, and then I got my hands on a man’s shirt and yanked him out of the saddle.

The next man was right behind him, stabbing at my face with a blunt bayonet. Ignoring the fellow at my feet, and trusting the women to deal with him, I snatched the stock of the rifle and twisted his strike wide. My belt knife was in his throat, and hot blood gushed down my arm a moment later.

“Jasmine! Get the mounts!” I heard fear tighten Grace’s voice. “Go!”

Chaos reigned around me as I felt the tall beauty pull back, and the mercenaries strove to break through. The lieutenant’s shouts silenced, and I feared the man was dead, until the press brought him alongside me. We fought beside each other for a time. It could have been minutes or seconds, in the heat and press of battle it was impossible to say.

A scream of pain to my right shocked me out of my focus. I disengaged from the man I was pummeling with a fist, his face a broken ruin, to find Lilly cradling her side. Blood seeped from between her fingers and the sight pushed the battle rage away and left me cold with fear.

“I have her!” Esther shouted, pulling Lilly back from the front lines.

Delilah stepped up to take the Latina’s place, Grace and Sylvia stepping up beside her. My fears crested when a giant brute launched himself from the back of his mount, eyes wild with frenzy when he saw the golden-haired teen.

In the press I couldn’t move fast enough and saw her death coming, but at the last second a tiny foot swept up, connecting with the man’s temple. With a sickening crunch, his head spun around, and he fell atop Lian and Delilah. His grasping hand snagged Jasmine’s hair and her scream joined that of Delilah’s.

I snapped, as I had in the city.

My vision faded into red mist, and rage clouded out my senses. The world shrank down to a pinprick as my focus became absolute. Far off, I registered hoarseness in my throat as a battle cry escaped my lungs, and the matching shout that came from the soldiers around me and my women.

Then I was wading forward, fist connecting with a horse’s screaming face. The beast toppled to the side, taking its rider with him, as I hunted my foe. I don’t know where I found it, but a double edged, Arkansas tooth-pick appeared in one hand. Snatching a man down from his saddle before he could turn the mount, I punched the dagger through the soft flesh beneath his jaw and wrenched it free to bury it in another man’s thigh.

The dagger extended through the leg and caused the horse to jump. The heavy beast jostled me, but I couldn’t be denied as another scream left my throat. Men pulled back, terror on their faces, but I gave no quarter.

Arm rising and falling, I grabbed with one hand and stabbed with the other. A tall man loomed out of the press of battle, anger consuming his features and my own battle rage faltered when he raised a shotgun and sighted on my chest.

“Find his women! Fun for the ride home!”

His evil grin faltered as his gaze lifted from me to something behind and before his anger could fully melt into shock five guns went off at the same time. Turning to thank my savior, I found Lilly, Sylvia, Grace, Delilah, and Esther all astride their horses behind me.

“We need to help General Dutton!” Esther shouted, as Lian hurried forward, pressing reins into my hands.

I opened my mouth to say we weren’t done fighting here, but when I looked around, I saw the mercenaries had fully broken and were riding or running away. The lieutenant and his men’s cheers were cut short when they saw how bad the western wall was holding out. The line bucked there, bending inward, and I could see skirts mixed in with that of the soldiers. The women had come to fight, and even with the added bodies, they were about to break.

The lieutenant, shouting for his men to follow, saw our horses and grimaced with distaste. Turning his back on us, they began rushing through the camp to help with the defenses.

It took a long second to calm Blackfoot enough so I could pull myself into the saddle. The mustang wasn’t fully trained to the saddle and bridle, but it was his excitement over the surrounding battle that caused him to dance away from me.

“Copper will calm him,” Delilah said, her face flushed and eyes wide with excitement. The crazy girl was grinning as she scanned the dozens of corpses around us, and the mercenaries running downriver. Heedless of the fact she made a perfect target atop Copper, with her bright hair and firm breasts standing proudly. “We’re going to help the general, right?”

“We should go, now,” Sylvia growled. “We owe them nothing else and any minute they’ll break. Let’s get out of here!”

The former Madame’s gaze shifted to her sister, who clutched her side and let Esther poke at the wound. I met the lanky blonde’s eyes, and she gave a sigh and grinned.

“Just a flesh wound.”

“We can’t leave,” Grace said fiercely. Fear edged her eyes, but her expression was resolved as she began reloading her rifle. “Either we win here, or we’ll never be free.”

Turning to meet each set of eyes, I got nods of approval from each. I opened my mouth to tell Lilly to stay behind, but the slender Latina pushed her lover’s hands away and shot me a glare that said, “Try to order me around… just try it!”

Esther helped her onto her horse, and I was happy to see her ride alongside Lilly, a hand ready to support her should she falter. The others fell in behind Blackfoot and Copper, as Delilah and I rode through the stakes onto the wider plain.

Shouts of anger and curses followed our party. Settlers cowering near the wagons watched us riding away and raised their fists in anger, while others ran off to find horses so they could do the same.

What they didn’t know was that we weren’t leaving.

Riding through clouds of choking dust, Delilah guided us in a tight loop, and we emerged on the western side of the fort. Two hundred paces away were the backs of the redcoats, but we ignored them and set our sights on the hilltop.

BOOM! BOOM!

The cannon fired again, clouds of black smoke exploding from their barrels and the balls describing flat arcs as they smashed into the fort. Dirt, body parts and wood flew into the air on impact, and I saw a shiver pass through General Dutton’s men. Another attack from the cannons might break them, but I didn’t plan for the cannon crews to get the chance.
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“Esther!”

The former scout left Lilly with Jasmine and joined Delilah and me as we raced ahead. Popping up on her saddle, legs acting as shock absorbers beneath her, Esther fired with frightening accuracy. A tall redcoat with gold on his shoulder dropped dead, then his second in command, and the crews scrambled for their rifles.

A bright sergeant had his crew drop to their bellies and fire from the prone position as we charged them, making them harder targets to hit, while the other crew ran around like chickens with their heads cut off. Half grabbed rifles, while the other half pistols which were useless at that range.

Cutting our mounts to the north, we rode in a semi-circle around their position. Esther continued to rain death from a distance, and even Delilah got a couple shots off from horseback. But I couldn’t see if they hit their marks. Using the guns as cover, I cut Blackfoot up the slope and felt something zip past my head.

Offering up a silent prayer, I felt Blackfoot’s legs surge beneath him, and we flew up the slope. Esther and even Delilah dropped back as the stallion’s long legs stretched out. Froth coated the corners of his mouth, and his big eyes were wide and wild. But when I rose up in the saddle and aimed my rifle at the nearest cannon crew, he let me guide him with my knees.

Cresting the hilltop, I found four men loading rifles. I swung my rifle around to sight on them. But Blackfoot had other ideas. The giant beast lashed out with one hoof, connecting with a man’s skull, and then the other three were trampled beneath him, bones snapping and screams dying.

Movement on the other side of the cannon was all the warning I had before something hot slammed into my thigh. It felt like an angry bee had stung me, but I ignored the pain and raised my rifle. Before I could tug on the trigger, Delilah was there and let fly. The man’s head snapped back and before she could fire another round, the other men dropped their rifles and threw up their hands.

“Quarter! Quarter!”

“Fuck that,” Sylvia growled, her gorgeous face twisted with anger when she saw the blood pumping from my thigh. “Hang them from a tree and be done with it!”

“Tie and gag them,” I said, grimacing as the pain in my thigh flared.

Jasmine frowned at the wound and slipped off her mount and probed it with her fingers. “We need to remove this lead.”

“We need to destroy these cannons first,” I said.

“I have a use for them,” Esther mused, looking from the cannons to the mass of red troops breaking through the general’s defenses. “Delilah, get on the wheel of that gun. Lower its pitch by two degrees. Jasmine and Grace, bring me wadding and a powder horn.”

As I sat on Blackfoot and oversaw the battlefield below, it was hard not to ride down and join in, especially when I saw the stake wall buckle and collapse in several places, the redcoats pushing deeper into the fort and about to break the backs of the defenders.

Whatever Esther’s going to do, she better do it fast, I thought to myself.

As Lilliana and Lian tied up the cannon crew members, Esther directed Jasmine and Grace as they packed down wadding and powder. The lanky blonde hefted a cannonball and loaded the gun while Delilah sighted it in.

The red coats had noticed the delay in firing, and a small squad was turning their horses. My anxiety crested when I saw the ten riflemen and I knew they’d have little trouble kicking us off the position.

Esther would not be rushed though as she double checked the cannon’s load and angle. When she felt confident, she stood beside the gun and shouted a warning.

“Boom! Ar’tiller’y!” The blonde laughed like a madwoman as she shouted it and tugged on the thin cord.

The detonation sounded like a clap of thunder that deafened us, even with our ears covered. In the surrounding silence, I watched the heavy ball shot out in an almost straight line. It struck the redcoats’ line in their middle, sending men, horses and body parts flying in all directions.

The cannonball rocked the red coated ranks, sowing confusion amongst them. The general’s troops didn’t know what was happening but sensed something amiss with the British and fought all the harder.

“One more, I think,” Esther said. Then she frowned at the squad of cavalry charging up the slope.

“Leave them to me,” I said, only before I could turn the damnable beast around. I saw movement in the tree line to the west. Short, dark-haired figures rushed out of the forest, but only a couple had weapons. Single shot rifles spit blue smoke, and I saw three of the charging cavalries tumble out of their saddles.

The squad split, with three men turning to ride down our guardian angels in the forest, while the rest charged up the slope at the cannons. The four remaining didn’t stand a chance against Esther and me. Even lying low on their saddles, we were able to drop three before they made it halfway up and the last, seeing death approaching, turned at a sharp angle, deserting to the south.

“Cover your ears!” Delilah’s shout of delight was followed a second later by the BOOM! of the cannon.

The girl’s shot was a direct hit in the middle of the British ranks, and I watched their lines buckle. Men in the back ranks shouted and tried to pull away, while those in the front fell beneath General Dutton’s men.

British troops still outnumbered their enemy, but they’d lost all discipline and men were fleeing before the cannons fired again. As the women loaded the cannon again, I sat astride Blackfoot and watched the drama unfolding.

The stallion danced nervously, misliking the cannons loud boom, and eager to rejoin the battle. I held back on the reins as I scanned the red coats until I found what I was looking for.

The tall prince stood in his stirrups, shouting at terrified men, and trying to turn them around. I watched him through the spyglass whipping men who fled the battle, even an officer who raced past. But it was no use.

The momentum had shifted, and General Dutton was capitalizing on it, throwing the red coats back and giving them an escape route. The prince saw this and his face turned purple with rage. He hauled on his reins and pulled back from the fight, looking to escape.

“John.” Setting down the spyglass, I looked down at Grace who rested a hand on my knee. She frowned at the hasty bandage Jasmine had fashioned, then back down at the prince. “I wouldn’t ask this of you—”

“And you don’t have to,” I said.

When she saw the resolution in my eyes, her lips pressed into a tremulous smile, and I saw her eyes mist. Nodding, she stepped back, and I sawed on Blackfoot’s reins.

“Fly, you black bastard,” I whispered into his pricked ears. “Fly!”

He leaped beneath me, the force of it pushing me back into the saddle and the world became a blur around us as he raced down the slope. Esther shouted behind me, but I ignored her. There wasn’t time to wait for her to mount up and follow. The prince rode like a man born to the saddle, easily outpacing the officers who retreated with him.

I couldn’t hear anything over the pounding of Blackfoot’s hooves, but it was clear the prince was shouting orders to the retreating soldiers he passed, probably telling them where to regroup. We couldn’t afford for them to reform and attack again, and there was no way I was letting the man live to terrorize Grace for a second more.

Wondering how I was going to take the man when he was surrounded by a dozen broken soldiers, he proved helpful again. Noticing me charging towards him, the man’s erudite features twisted in rage and greed. He shouted something behind him, probably for the soldiers to chase after and help, then sawed on his reins and raised his rifle in my direction.

All I could do was hold on as Blackfoot cut right, then left, fast enough to almost break my neck. The beast was filled with battle lust and feeding off my rage. His eyes were wide, and lips peeled back as he screamed a battle cry. My voice joined the horse as I felt a second and third bullet zip past.

A smaller man would have been thrown from the saddle, but powerful legs and a white- knuckle grip on the saddle horn kept me in place and then we closed with the prince. The man was trying to leverage a third round into his rifle’s chamber when Blackfoot smashed into his mount, bowling it over.

Prince Albert flew off the horse, which toppled to the side. The poor beast fell beneath Blackfoot, its screams rising as the as the stallion’s hooves flashed down.
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Kicking free of my stirrups, I was off the stallion’s back and nearly buckled when my weight landed on the injured leg. Sight clouded with pain and tears, I stumbled over to the prince as he stood on wobbly legs.

“You’ve ruined everything! Everything!” He swung a baleful expression at me and reached for his holster. My heart seized when I realized he had the drop on me, then my lips curled into an evil grin when his hand came up empty.

“Imperialism is dead,” I said, “and so are you.”

“We’ll see about that!” His lips curled into a rictus snarl as he leaped for his horse and whipped a sword out of its sheath on his saddle.

I’d been advancing on him, fingers flexing and hobbling on my bad leg, but when he brandished the flashing blade, I backed off warily.

“Ha! Not so confident now, are you, peasant?!” Prince Albert’s handsome features turned ugly as he lunged forward, intent on skewering me on his first thrust.

Grunting in pain, I moved back, and a lance of pain shot through my leg. Grin growing, the man pressed his advantage, hacking at my side and nearly cutting a rent across my belly, before I could dance back.

The redcoats paid us little heed as they ran for the woods and hills to the south. They broke off in squads of three and four, ignoring their officer’s cries for help as he tried to hack and slash at me.

My leg nearly bucked as I danced side to side, but the prince, eager to finish the kill and blinded by rage, didn’t bother paying attention to where he was standing. After a few seconds of maneuvering, I stumbled, falling onto one hand.

“HA!” the prince shouted, rising and spinning his sword around to plunge into my chest.

The hand I’d fallen onto closed around the grip of my father’s pistol and I rolled to the left. The prince’s eyes widened when the muzzle of the six-shooter rose before his face. Then his expression dissolved into red mist as I depressed the trigger.

“John!”

I collapsed back to the turf, exhausted and aching as Grace, Sylvia, and Lian rushed to my side. The young Asian girl drove past where I lay, and I turned at the dull sound of flesh meeting flesh to find her spinning through three red coats who’d proven braver than their companions and came to their prince’s aid.

Lian moved faster than they could sight on her, and buried two rounds in the dirt, before she got an elbow to one’s temple and a foot to the side of another’s neck. Esther and Delilah rode up a second later, their rifles warning enough, and the last of the red coats raced off to the south.

“Is everyone safe?”

I tried to rise, but Jasmine held me down with a firm hand on my chest and a frown marring her beautiful mouth.

“Everyone is safe, relax. We need to get this bullet free before you bleed out.”

Glancing down, I saw my entire leg was coated in red blood and my vision was swimming with blood loss.

“It’s over,” Grace said, drawing my head into her lap as she kneeled in the dust. “We’re all safe and Albert won’t bother us anymore… You did it.” Her eyes filled with so much joy I felt my own misting.

“I think I’ll rest then,” I said, my eyelids heavy.

“Not yet, John,” Esther said, concern written on her face as she scanned the fort and retreating soldiers. “There are still mercenaries and too many red coats running around out here. We need to get you into the fort, or across the river fast.”

“Not the fort,” Sylvia said with a frown. “Can’t trust them, now that people know about the gold… It does strange things to even the best hearts.”

“She’s right,” Lilliana said. “The general might be our friend, but I didn’t like the way those settlers looked at us.”

“The nearest river crossing is miles away,” Delilah worried. “And we won’t be able to cross without inviting fire from the shore.”

“I know people who will take us in,” Lian said, gazing to the tree line to the west.

“They sent us away when we asked for help,” Esther said with a frown at the Chinese cowering in the tree line.

“Too much risk,” Lian said, shrugging. “But they helped us when we needed it.”

“She’s right,” I said. “They’re our best chance right now. I trust James Dutton, but Sylvia’s right, we can’t trust everyone to follow their better angels. Lian and Esther, go make contact and Delilah scout a path north, just in case.”

Grace watched her daughter ride off with a worried frown but didn’t try to stop her. The blonde had been grinning from ear to ear as she put heels to Copper’s flanks. In the aftermath of a battle, with gun smoke and the screams of dead and dying still filling the air, it was a dangerous place for a scout to be alone, but my confidence in her ability was second only to Esther. And I wasn’t sure she hadn’t already outstripped the former scout.

“Bite down on this,” Jasmine said, stuffing a leather wrapped stick between my teeth. “It’s going to hurt.”

With Grace helping hold the wound open, Jasmine plunged a slender pair of sanitized pliers into the wound. Pain flashed through my body, white hot and I heard wood snap. Then the world went white.

I woke with a pounding headache and a rumbling in my stomach from hunger. Cracking my eyelids, I feared of an instant I was blind, until my head cleared, and I realized it was night.

“Relax,” Grace murmured, a warm hand helping me rise slowly. “How are you feeling?”

“Hungry,” I said, raising a hand to my head. “And my skull is pounding.”

I was sitting in a small camp with a fire burning merrily beside me. There was another fire, burning twenty paces away, with a dozen dark-haired men sitting around it. When Sylvia saw me glance over, she spoke up.

“Their elders sent them to help if they could. They’ve been trying to get Lian to head back with them all afternoon.”

“What about the camp?” I asked.

“Hear that?” Delilah said with a frown, her head cocked to the side. “They’re too busy celebrating their victory to bother with us.”

I could hear cheers and songs rising in the night and felt a pang of loss that I couldn’t be a part of it. Then I looked around at my women, all safe, and found Lilly. The Latina had been bandaged up and rested with her head in Esther’s lap. When I met the lanky blonde’s eyes, she smiled warmly.

“She’s fine, just resting.”

“We need to get moving,” I said. “Before they come looking for us.”

“We’ll be safe for the night,” Grace said, and from the firm set of her lips there would be no budging the woman on this. “I won’t risk losing you, or anyone, to a tumble in the darkness. Not after surviving that battle.”

“And you aren’t going anywhere until we get some food and water in you,” Jasmine said with equal firmness as she sat beside me with a bowl.

There was no use protesting when they got that look, so I sat back and let her feed me spoonsful of hot stew. Esther stroked Lilly’s hair with one hand, that crooked little grin marring her face as she stared down at her lover. Delilah and Lian spoke quietly, the dark-haired girl performing little strikes and sweeps with her hands, describing her style of fighting to the curious teen. I felt confident the bubbly blonde would be competent in the art before long.

A warm hand slipped onto my scalp, the fingers combing back my hair as Sylvia shifted beside me. The former Madame’s eyes were gentle as she scanned the group sitting around the fire and I shared her wonder that we’d all managed to survive.

“Now we can go home,” I said, circling my arm around her back and pulling her in close to my side.

“It’s been many decades since I had a home,” Sylvia snorted. “I won’t know what to do with myself.”

“I know what to do with you,” I said, grinning when she barked a laugh.

“You do, don’t you?” The amusement faded from her dark eyes as I drew her closer. Our lips met and my pain faded, the world shrinking down to the contact of her thick, soft lips against mine. Then she surprised me by pulling back with a sigh and reaching out to slip an arm around Grace. “Can you welcome me into your home as easily?”

There was a fragility to her question that I’d never have expected from the confident woman, her vulnerability naked.

Grace’s eyes widened slightly, then misted. But instead of words, she pulled the other woman close. My pains were a distant memory as I watched the gorgeous pair cling to one another.

“Tomorrow is the first day of the rest of our lives,” Jasmine said, resting her hand on my chest as she watched the pair with me. I could hear the joy in her voice at seeing her mother and idol breaking down the last of the walls between them. But there was a heat underlying her words and as Grace and Sylvia spoke quietly, late into the night, I was left to dream of what lie in store once we returned to our mountain home.


EPILOGUE
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We parted ways with the Chinese the next morning, then spent two days in the western hills of the great central valley, healing up and traveling slowly north. The land was wild. We didn’t meet up with any of the deserters from the battle but heard tales. Tales dark enough to give us nightmares.

I was happy to leave the lowlands behind and climb up into the mountains. Their purple peaks welcomed us, though we didn’t pause to enjoy the valleys and lakes we passed.

We’d been gone long enough and each of us cast wistful glances to the east each evening before bedding down. With my injuries, and the exhaustion of traveling from sun up to sun down, our play was kept to a minimum. It wasn’t until we spotted the first familiar sights of our valley that I began to relax.

Then we spotted the slender column of smoke rising from the cabin.

Squatters had taken up residence, and from the look of their gear strewn about the farm, they’d been digging for gold. Several men stepped out of the cabin when we rode up, none of them familiar, but their leader was easy to spot. The potbellied man watched my approach with beady black eyes, while his men stared at the group of women who’d waited by the tree line a hundred paces off, with undisguised lust, licking their lips lasciviously and jostling one another.

“Mayor said you’d be back,” the fat man said, spitting to the side and swinging his rifle around to rest in the crook of his arm, the muzzle hovering to point in my direction. “Whoa, there, boy. That’s far enough. It’s our land now… best you turn that giant fucker around and get you gone.”

“Leave the whores,” one of his men said with a snicker. “Or we won’t let you leave peaceful like.”

“I don’t think you understand the situation here,” I said, and raised a hand, pointing casually at the last man who’d spoken.

The leader was the only one with the wit quick enough to duck, while the others stared gawp mouthed as Esther raised her rifle. The man’s head snapped to the side, as if kicked by a horse, and blood sprayed across the faces of his friends. They stared in shock as the corpse tumbled to the ground.

They all began reaching for six-shooters at their hips, or raising their rifles, but froze when they saw a line of seven rifles trained on them as my wives advanced forward at a slow walk.

“Get you gone,” I said, swinging my rifle to train it on the leader. “Or I’ll be digging more than one grave.”

“You’ll pay for this boy!” the man shouted over his shoulder as he and his men made a break for it. They didn’t have horses and so ran on booted feet for the woods to the east.

“Better men than you have promised that,” I said, but under my breath as I swung down from Blackfoot’s back.

Grace and the others were laughing by the time they joined me, but their laughter died off a moment later when they took in the mess the squatters had left behind.

“Delilah, see to the horses. Jasmine, you can help me clean up this living room. Esther and Lilly, who don’t you check on the mine and see if they discovered it?” Grace took charge around the household, with her usually easy manner, but I was happy to see she was more confident and secure than she had been before we left. Turning to Sylvia, she paused when the other woman smiled.

“I’m going to check on the bath, see if we can clean the dust off tonight.”

“You read my mind.” Grace beamed.

I was soon swept up in the work of hauling trash and debris out of the house and unpacking the horses with Delilah. We worked late into the night, trying to make the place livable again, and passed out after a dinner of cold biscuits and dried meat from our rations.

Waking to the sound of the wind as it swept down from the peaks, and feeling the chill of early fall seeping into my bones, I finally felt as if I’d returned home. Rising from the pallet I’d made up near the fire, I carefully stepped around sleeping bodies curled in blankets and made my way outside to catch the dawn.

The bedding and mattress had been so filthy, Grace had ordered it carried out of the house and burned the night before. I could still smell the burning feathers as I stepped outside and spotted two shapes sitting beside one another, speaking softly.

The women laughed softly, heads tilting back, and I caught the beautiful features of Sylvia and Grace. The pair hadn’t heard me wake, and I approached on silent feet, curious about what they were talking about.

“He was a sweet boy,” Sylvia continued, wiping a tear from her eye. “But I doubt he ever learned that ‘smaller isn’t better.’”

“The things we say to ease men’s hearts,” Grace said with a shake of her head. “I remember my first. He was a charming lad, but his idea of foreplay was telling me about his horse.”

“His horse?”

“Oh yes,” Grace said with a snort of laughter. “The man was obsessed. I think he pictured the beast when he took me from behind… he was so bad, I gave him a whinney to hurry it along.”

“You didn’t?!” Sylvia barked a loud laugh and noticed me approaching and cast a sly grin my way.

“I did,” Grace said with a grin. “He married Elizabeth, a girl who wanted everyone to call her ‘horsey.’ They had nine kids last I heard. It all worked out.”

“And what about John?” Sylvia asked, waggling her eyebrows. “Have you ever found lovemaking with him to be as arduous?”

My stomach twisted, and I hated myself for eavesdropping, fearing what I might hear, but Grace gave a soft, disbelieving laugh.

“You know the answer to that already. What did you say the other night to Jasmine when she asked about other men?”

“Their hearts are only full when their balls are empty, hmph. It’s true… or at least I used to think so.”

“I knew the first time I saw John, I would love him for the rest of my life… Those shoulders, those eyes… I would have ravished him right there. But then I got to know him, and found out what a sweet, kind man he is.” Sylvia made an affirmative sound in the back of her throat, glancing back over her shoulder and giving me a wink while Grace continued to stare out over the mountains and speak. “And when we made love the first time… he touched me in ways I never dreamed, and I experienced bliss for the first time.”

“I know exactly how you feel,” Sylvia said, and Grace turned and saw the twinkle in her eyes, turning further to see me standing ten paces behind them.

“Sneaking up on us, were you?” Grace asked with an amused smile. “How much did you overhear?”

“He didn’t hear about our plans for him,” Sylvia grinned, setting down the teacup she’d been cradling.

“We’ll just have to correct that,” Grace purred, setting her cup down as well, and the pair rose to their feet.

“Plans?” I asked.

“Now that we’re settled again, I wanted to make sure there were no… issues with our arrangement.”

When I frowned, Sylvia offered, “She’s talking about jealousies and rivalries between your wives. Don’t look so shocked.”

“I doubt they’ll crop up,” Grace said, taking my hand and leading me to a thick patch of frosted over grass. “But it’s better to be prepared than surprised. I’m sure I’ve heard Esther say that more than once.”

“What do these plans require of me?” I asked, and the pair shared a secret smile.

Grace released my arm, and the pair turned to face me, pulling off the thick wool blankets they’d bundled themselves in. As they lay the blankets down, one atop the other, my breath caught, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the sheer shifts both wore.

I’d never seen the silken garments, with their string-thin straps. The material was so thin I could make out the dark outline of their nipples through it, and the dark “V” between their legs. The shifts were so short they stopped at mid-thigh, and the sight of their slender legs reaching down set my heart hammering in my chest.

“You’re going to help us get to know one another better,” Sylvia purred. “Come on big boy, lay your cute butt down.”

“Welcome home, John,” Grace said, and she stepped forward and took both my hands, drawing me forward onto the blankets. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I breathed, pulling her close against me and reaching out with my other hand and pulling Sylvia close too.

“And me?” There was a thread of anxiety in the former Madame’s tone, and I stared directly into her dark eyes, so she could see the fullness of my feelings.

“How could I not love you, Sylvia? You’re brilliant, sharp witted, thoughtful, and far kinder than you’d ever let on.”

“Go on,” Sylvia purred as she leaned back in my arm, giving me a view of her stunning figure. “Is my personality all you like about me?”

“You know it isn’t,” I breathed, and the woman cackled in amusement when my tongue dried up.

“Mhmm, if I didn’t before this told me.” She bit her bottom lip as she slid a hand over the hard lump tenting my britches. “Are you ready to learn, dear?”

I frowned when she directed the question to Grace, whose cheeks were a pretty shade of pink as she twisted against me like an eager schoolgirl.

“Sylvia’s going to teach me some things,” Grace said, pressing me down to the blankets. Her eyes flickered to mine, and I saw the mixture of desire and warmth as she watched the other woman settle into position on my other side.

“I think before we’re done, we’ll teach each other many things,” the former Madame purred then shocked both Grace and I when she bent forward and, resting a gentle finger beneath the other woman’s chin, kissed her softly.

The sight took my breath away and hardened my manhood to steel, especially when a soft moan escaped Grace’s throat. It was especially sexy because there was no artifice to the kiss. And when Grace pushed forward and stole another from the former Madame, I knew the final walls had fallen between them.

Their hands fell as one to the tent poking up from my waist, and they giggled into their kiss. Turning their heads, cheeks pressed together, their nimble fingers began plucking free my laces.

My own hands rose and cupped their massive breasts, running over the silky material and feeling their nipples harden beneath my touch. Leaning forward, I kissed first Grace, then Sylvia, moaning into the latter’s lips as they freed my cock.

Grace’s hot mouth engulfed the head as Sylvia’s tongue invaded my mouth and my hand pawed at her breasts. My need was suddenly overpowering, but the temptress pressed me back to the blankets with a cruel light in her eyes.

“First lesson in taming a wild beast of a man… Is make him mindless with desire… Then tease him until he can’t take it.”

“Dear god,” I breathed, but there was nothing I could do as she left a trail of hot kisses down my chest and joined Grace at my cock.

The blue-eyed beauty pulled back, awe on her face as Sylvia’s thick lips slipped over the fat head of my cock. She did something with her mouth, puffing her lips out, and breathing gently, while flicking her tongue around on the underside. That had me right on the edge in seconds.

“Ohhhh, Mmm!”

“How does it feel, John?” Grace husked, her shift falling down her waist as she scooted her ass forward, watching the other woman work with an intense stare. “It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen… Like she’s made a… a pussy out of her mouth!”

“Yes!” I moaned, my voice higher pitched than I remember hearing it.

A part of me watched Grace as she clutched and pulled on one breast, while the other hand slipped around the base of my cock, forming a tight ring at Sylvia’s urging.

“Holgh taght,” Sylvia’s words came out between her slobbering.

As I puzzled out what she’d said, she drove forward, taking my entire cock to the root down her throat. The slender neck distended, and I feared she might have hurt herself until I heard and felt her humming in pleasure. The pleasure was intense, and I felt my balls tightening. Then she swallowed hard and pulled up off my dick and I was on the brink of orgasm in moments.

The feeling was like the tightest pussy you could imagine, formed around my cock and sucking it at the same time. All with the gorgeous view of Sylvia’s red, hungry eyes imploring me for my cum. Only she wouldn’t let me.

I was hovering on the brink as she pulled back, then off my dick, and a groan of disappointment escaped my throat. Which only brought a grin of pleasure to Sylvia’s thick lips.

“No, mi amore,” she purred. “Mi hermana wants a try, before we get our reward.”

The temptress stroked the purple head of my dick with the lightest of touches. Instead of letting me cum, of crashing back down to earth, her ministration kept me hovering in the realm of intense pleasure, centered where Grace gripped the base, and her breath and fingers tickled my cock.

“I don’t know if I can take him all at once like that,” Grace whispered, and her tone sounded concerned, but her pale blue eyes burned with the desire to try, and she licked her lips in anticipation.

Sylvia leaned over, her eyes never leaving my face as she whispered in the other woman’s ear. Grace nodded and eyes flickering up to meet mine, bent low. Sylvia’s fingers laced in hers around the base of my cock as Grace’s lips puffed out.

When she took the head into her mouth, and those wet, slobbering sounds issued from her, I saw her cheeks flush red, and wondered if her natural dignity would let her continue, but I should have known better.

Pupils swelling with pleasure. I was shocked to see Grace’s nipples harden into pebbles as she drove down. Her throat softened as she took me to the root, throat tightening and milking my cock and sending me to the brink once more but as I throbbed in their hands, she pulled back.

“Jesus!” I hissed, unsure if it was in frustration or pleasure that ruled me in that moment.

“He will not save you from us, husband,” Sylvia purred. Then she leaned forward and took me to the root once more and back off.

My eyes flickered to Grace. The pair kissed around my cock, their tongue teasing around the head. Then they seemed to forget me, their kiss growing more and more passionate, and I saw their free arms were around one another’s waist.

Their grip on my dick slipped and they fell atop me, rolling to the side as Grace pushed Sylvia down. Wet sloshing made it to my ears, along with a surprised groan from Sylvia, and the Latina’s hand gripped mine as her back arched. Grace was kissing her neck, one hand buried between her thighs and the fingers teasing her clit.

Sylvia’s eyes met mine, and I watched the pleasure wash over her, then I rolled behind Grace and pushed her slip over her head. Flinging it aside, I ran my hands up her incredible curves as I kissed the back of her neck. Other hands joined mine as Sylvia rose, gathering one massive breast and feasting on the nipple before pulling Grace down into a hot kiss.

Sylvia did something with her legs, hooking Grace’s and pulling them forward so their pussies were smashed together. Their breasts pushed up and around their faces as they kissed, clinging to one another like lost sisters in truth.

Taking the opportunity, I slid my throbbing dick between their lips and grinned when I felt their hard little clits grind along its length. Both women groaned into their kiss and broke off, gazing back at me with imploring looks.

Taking their meaning, I pressed down on Grace’s ass as I sawed my dick back out and watched them shiver and shake, moans escaping their mouths again. I got to watch as they ran fingers through each other’s hair, caressing and playing as their lips and tongues did against one another. As the intimacy reached new heights between us, I humped their pressed pussies and felt my orgasm fast approaching.

I could do little to hold it off after their teasing, but thankfully they reached their peaks within moments and had small aftershocks throughout. Fingers sinking into Grace’s backside, I sprayed their bellies with enough seed to cover them both. The pair rolled off one another, laughing and pushing the pearlescent fluid up to massage into each other’s breasts.

“We’re going to need another bath,” Sylvia said. “Look what you’ve done to us.”

“The tub is clean at least.” I sighed, glancing around at the still trashed yard. “That’s one thing that didn’t get destroyed.”

“We’ll fix it up, and build more rooms,” Grace said, shifting to my side and snuggling close to watch the sunrise.

“Maybe a different location,” Sylvia said, frowning around her before shifting to lie on my other side.

“What’s wrong with this place?” I asked. “My pa picked it.”

“It’s fine, dear. Did I say it wasn’t?”

“It would be nice to have a cold box closer to the stove,” Grace mused. “And morning sunlight in the bedrooms, and shade in the evenings.”

“Delilah’s going to need a larger paddock if she’s going to breed horses. And a place to run them.”

“True,” Grace said, and I wondered if they’d forgotten about me as they began planning our future.

Perhaps I should have been annoyed to have lost some measure of control over the household, but it didn’t feel like I’d lost anything. The opposite, in fact. As they spoke, I imagined the world they envisioned for us and realized it was better than anything I could have dreamed on my own.

ONE YEAR LATER

The gold rush came not two weeks after returning and brought with it thousands of new settlers to my mountains. The influx brought chaos at first, but as things settled down, I appreciated our new neighbors.

Grace’s spies, or “merchants” as she calls them, spread tales of gold to the south, near the pass and the bright sparks actually found some. Enough to keep the bulk of the prospectors off our peaks for months. They came eventually, but by then our claims were well established and protected.

Esther and Lilly built and moved into a small cabin a stone’s throw from the mine. The blonde had wanted to have a place for them alone, although they still spent five out of seven nights down at the main house.

My daily routine brought me to the mine an hour after I broke my fast with Grace and Sylvia. The pair had staked out the time from dawn to breakfast as their alone time with me. When the babes arrived, they weren’t as religious about it, but I cherished our mornings together.

My mornings and afternoons were often filled with brutal manual labor, Esther preferring to do the delicate work of prizing gold from quartz herself and leaving the heavy work of pick and shovel to me. As the year wore on, and the southern shaft was delved by its owners, I could hire labor to help Esther and relieve me of the back-breaking labor. I still spent most days there, but no longer had to bear the brunt of the work.

At least four times a week, the lanky blonde would finagle a time for the two of us to fool around. She loved it hard and fast. When there was a chance, we might get caught and Lilly afforded plenty of those. The slender Latina had relaxed in the months since we’d settled in. Finally having a place to call home had done the woman wonders, as had someone to share her heart with.

Occasionally, when she caught the pair of us, I ended up buried in her tight slit, while Esther’s tongue worked her into a lather. Those times were rare. More often she would watch her lover getting railed and when I’d taken my pleasure the pair would fall into the leaves or grass twined together.

Over that long year we managed to build out the cabin into a full farmhouse, with several rooms, and a furnished living room and stone hearth, I built. The women added a thousand touches I’d never have thought of and had more ordered from the city and even overseas.

Grace’s endeavor into banking was flourishing, and she’d been able to take on partners. With the gold flowing from the mountains, she had no end of worthy investors and was branching out back east. General Dutton was now Governor Dutton, or so I’d heard last. The man had done well for himself in the battle's wake.

Marshaling the last of his defenses and chasing down the worst of the mercenaries, he’d enlisted most of the redcoats to his cause. Their prospects of making it back to England were slim, and he offered them land, if they were willing to work it. A more than fair bargain.

His benevolent governorship hadn’t extended to the railroad and miners brought over from the far east, but Lian and I were making a dent in that problem. The mine I’d promised Lian’s grandmother had been deeded to the woman a week after our arrival and not a day too soon. There were challenges to the woman’s name being on a slip of property ownership, but they didn’t dare argue where I could hear, and since it was surrounded by my land, it was never contested in court.

Without signing anything, Lian gifted her grandmother the ravine and surrounding lands, where the shaft was located. At first, I thought nothing of it, but soon realized it had a powerful significance to her people.

They came in pairs, in the beginning, then in droves. More people than I thought the small patch of land could handle. They soon had wells dug and rickety wooden structures running up the walls of the ravine, hidden behind the surrounding peaks. The camp grew and thrived in the short months since it appeared.

A haven for the workers who traveled west to east and back again.

The camp was a significant change to my mountains, but a welcome one. Another, and perhaps my most welcome, was what Delilah did to the northern valley.

Ringed in bare rock peaks, she and Jasmine had taken axes to the lone opening to the west, dropping logs across it. The broad valley between was dotted with stands of trees, and a lone stream that wound its way to the south to pool into a still lake.

With a fence and gate built across the only other entrance to the hidden valley, it had become an oasis from the world. Cut off and isolated. If any did enter it, the blonde would have warning from the sheep and goats that wandered its hills and rock walls.

Into the valley she released Blackfoot, Copper, and the rest of our herd, without bridles or leads. I feared the half wild stallion would forget the little he’d learned and lead the rest astray, but that wasn’t the case.

Delilah proved her genius, spending part of everyday working with the animals, and the other half hunting the surrounding hills with Lian, who’d become like a younger sister to her. Trailing after her everywhere, in awe of her golden curls and endless enthusiasm.

Whenever I visited Blackfoot, the pair never failed to put me through my paces, both with the stallion and each other, roles reversing once their clothing fell away. Lian knew of Delilah’s predilections and, eager to please, would shamelessly indulge her. Many an afternoon I found myself treated to a sexy dance and a sloppy blowjob, while Lian sat beside me, wondering how the “whore” was pleasing her master, or if she needed to hire another for her master. This would set the blonde off and often end with me buried in her backside as she hollered in pleasure beneath me or riding me with Lian’s tongue teasing her clit.

My nights were spent around the fire, and when we’d eaten our fill and listened to enough stories, we would stumble back to bed, and I’d find myself in the arms of Jasmine more often than not.

As darkness fell, I would hold my black-haired beauty and we would lie in silence and listen to the others go about their nighttime tasks. Jasmine had spent so much of her life alone, but now she’d found peace and a family. The city might draw her away for a time. Her brilliant mind needed the puzzles and challenges it would offer, but I had no doubt where her heart lay.

Our hands would inevitably wander, and by the time Delilah and the others made it to bed, we would be in the throes of passionate love. Our night never ended there, and I’ve found my life is fuller than I could have ever dreamed possible.

THE END
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